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FOREWORD 


The superior survival value of novelists to historians may 
not he altogether in the eloquence with which fictioneers com- 
municate Mildred’s agonies over the virile high diving of 
Peter, or the glories of Kansas City by moonlight. It may be 
that the permanence of such institutions as Dickens is due to 
their recording not the dreary magnificences of coronations 
and battles, but instead the dear diminutive excitements in 
commonplace characters which make us identify ourselves 
zvith them: what they eat, zvith what weapons, exactly, they 
kill one another, and the precise wording of the acid pom- 
posity zvith which a duke or a dustman complains of his 
breakfast porridge. Mankind is always more interested in 
living than in Lives. 

Mr. David Cohn, though he is also an historian of Ameri- 
can racial stocks and of the metaphysics of finance, has in 
this volume stolen the novelist’s tricks complete. He has por- 
trayed the moral and cultural zigzag of America, not by 
sterile analyses of "the woman movement” or the elephantia- 
sis afflicting pedagogical departments in our universities, but 
by recalling just what domestic and commercial gadgets we 
have used in the past fifty years; how they have changed or 
vanished — and what we paid for them. 

What happened to Gertie Perkins’s soul, income-, and mat- 
rimonial prospects, and what happened to the millions of 
Yankees and Crackers and Japs and Germans and Scotsmen 
who make their livings by serving Gertie, when she bloomed 
from cotton leg-armor to silk stockings, and when she 
mounted from canning preserves to the bliss of taking dicta- 

— vii — 




FOREWORD 


tion about consignments of carburetors f These matters are 
delicate but important and — Cohn Tells All. 

It seems to me that Mr. Cohn has achieved exactly the 
right tone of accurate yet diverting narration of our evolving 
trade. He has neither the contemptuous Frigidaire zvit of the 
professional urbanites to whom Gertie Perkins and her tinted 
stationery are subhuman phenomena of the Peruna Belt, nor 
yet the trusting naivete of the patriotic nostalgicist to whom 
one hundred per cent of Grandma’s ways and wares are in- 
controvertibly examples of pioneer heroism. 

During the past twenty years, America has been perceiving 
that it now has the privilege, and the responsibility, of being 
no longer a cultural colony of Europe, but a great and adult 
and individual and slightly lonely nation, that must depend 
on itself, and that hugely needs to understand the self on 
which it depends. In history, in fiction, in music, amid the 
extravagances of the motion pictures, it has been studying its 
present and future through a surprisingly candid inspection 
of its past. 

In this book there is an important report of such inspection. 
By your eyebrow pencils, your encyclopedias, and your alarm 
clocks shall ye be known. The most scrupulous statistics on 
the increasing acreage of alfalfa and soy beans, the most ele- 
vated dissertations on our tendency to chronic philanthropy, 
could not make us understand that cranky, hysterical, brave, 
mass-timorous, hard-minded, imaginative Chosen Race, the 
Americans, half so competently as Mr. Cohn’s parade of the 
wares that we have been buying and paying for and actually 
lugging into our homes and barns and offices, these past 
fifty years: 

Electric Thermostats, Ladies’ Percale Sunbonnets, Birth 
Control Manuals, Imported Fancy Lily Bulbs, Cambric Bust 
Confiners, Two-Color Bibles, 1939 Model Air Conditioners, 
Vest Pocket Revolvers, Brewster, Sleigh Bells, Fancy Col- 
ored Mummy Effect Worsted Round Cut Sack Suits, Clarion 
Harmonicas in Red Leatherette Cases, phonograph records 
of Uncle Josh in a Chinese Laundry and of the Flogging 
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Scene from Uncle Tom’s Cabin with Incidental Music Ef- 
fects, copies of From Eden to Calvary by Grandpa Reuben 
Prescott, of A Guide to Successful Auctioneering and of the 
Lovers’ Guide and Manual, linen automobile dusters with 
wristlets, the New Acme Queen Cathedral Gong Clock, Dr. 
Echols Australian Auricolo — the Wonder Heart Cure, the 
Great Chinese Corn, Bunion and Wart Remover, the Handi- 
man R-T Four Wheel Riding Tractor — a mad bazaar with 
ten times ten thousand magic tokens. 

The political and religious protestations that we and our 
parents have made, at cocktail parties or prayer meetings, 
this past half Century, have cost us nothing beyond an oc- 
casional imputation that we were liars or nihilists. But in 
these trade goods, these dreams realized in gold and steel 
and limp leather, we have shown our real faith, by paying for 
them the money that is our heart’s treasure . . . just as, of 
course, it is also the tender treasure of the English, the Ger- 
mans, and the Maoris. 

Here then, in Mr. Cohn’s treatise, equally serious and 
ribald, is the Proper Study of that portion of Mankind which 
every day becomes more important to us as the other nations 
whirl off in the dance of death and leave us sitting, chilly and 
alone and extremely grateful for it, in the terrestrial chap- 
erones’ box. 

Sinclair Lewis 

New Orleans 
December 26, 1939 
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INTRODUCTION 


S OME years ago, when I was employed by Sears, Roebuck & 
Company, I used to pass a few minutes occasionally by 
running aimlessly and dreamily through the collection of 
catalogs that record the Company’s mail-order business from 
its beginning in 1886 to date. At first, ! was merely amused 
as the buggies, stoves, organs, revolvers, clothes, patent medi- 
cines, and cosmetics of another time poured through my fingers 
in a dun stream already antique. And my amusement was com- 
posed largely of that complacency and condescension which a 
member of one generation feels as he looks back upon the 
manners, wearables, follies, and foibles of recent generations. 
Complacency and condescension fell away from me, however, 
when I suddenly realized that this was not some faraway and 
long-ago period that the catalog’s pages were illuminating, but 
my time — the only time in which I shall ever walk the earth, 
savor salt, and talk with my fellows; a time, therefore, in- 
finitely more precious to me than all the centuries that have 
gone before, however broidered with gold they were or im- 
manent with light. 

Here, for example, were the buggies of a day already mist- 
ily remote, but a day in which I had lived. As a student at the 
University of Virginia in 1915, I had driven in just such a 
buggy as this, a young lady at my side, up the mountain to 
Mr. Thomas Jefferson’s home. This is the shotgun with which 
I killed my first rabbit when I was a boy; these are the shoes 
I wore to Court School; that is the middy blouse worn by the 
golden girl who sat across the aisle. (Where is she now?) 
Here is a graphophone like the one we had in our home, with 
the blue horn flowering over the parlor and casting a sickly 
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light upon a white, stuffed baby seal (the gift of a Newfound- 
land relative) that lay upon the floor.' I put an Edison record 
on the talking machine, the cylinder turns, and the strains of 
“Everybody Works But Father” bring Lucy from the kitchen. 
There she stands, black and smiling, until the song is ended. 

A horseless buggy of 1909, “guaranteed to go 100 miles in 
24 hours if good care is taken of it,” brightens a catalog page 
with the red of its body’s paint. Seeing it, I become a child 
again. On a hot summer’s day, I am watering with a garden 
hose the dusty street that runs along our home in Greenville, 
Mississippi. My bare feet are cooled by the mud of my own 
making; I turn the nozzle of the hose until it emits a fine spray, 
point it at the eye of the sun, and hold a trembling rainbow at 
arm’s length. Then suddenly Leroy Wall, a pioneer automobil- 
ist of our town, comes thundering across my horizon at twelve 
miles an hour. Will Butler, the Negro blacksmith in the shop 
across the way, drops the hoof of the mule he is shoeing and 
runs to the door to see this latest and most terrifying example 
of white folks’ madness. (He does not dream that it will ever 
transform him, a skilled craftsman, into a common laborer.) 
A flock of chickens, dust-bathing in the road, flies squawking 
in panic; a two-mule team, bringing a load of firewood to 
town, skitters into a ditch; while I retreat for safety behind 
the big cottonwoods that line the sidewalk and, with thumping 
heart, watch Leroy Wall disappear in a cloud of dust and 
glory. 

“This pretty shirtwaist suit,” and this “Very nobby suit, 
nicely tailored” — these are like the clothes worn by my mother 
and the mothers of my playmates. I see again long-familiar 
faces down the corridors of time, calm and framed in the 
windows of Coovert’s Photograph Studio, as I loiter lazily 
before them homeward bound from school. 

Here is the mail-order wig (toupee it was called by the 
elegant) of old man Huntly— a patch of hair more famous in 
our town than the tresses of Lilith or Lorelei. For once, long 
ago,, in the heat and passion of the ninth inning of the second 
game of a double-header between Greenville and Pine Bluff, 
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our star catcher, Reisinger, dropped the ball, and old man 
Huntly lost his wig as Pine Bluff scored the winning run. 
Despite the laughter of the fans, he did not discover his loss 
until he had gone home for supper. Then his wife. Miss Alice, 
accused him of drunkenness, and made him go back to the 
ball park and rescue his wig. Years later I learn from the 
catalog how he had got it, by sending a lock of his hair to 
Sears, along with the ingenious measurements required by the 
mail-order wigmaker, and a money order for $10 plus 42 cents 
for a tube of Toupee Paste. 

In the catalog’s pages, one finds how men lived, and what 
they lived by, for nearly fifty years. Here are the clothes they 
wore ; the books they read ; the medicines they used ; the or- 
gans they played; the songs they sang; the plows they fol- 
lowed. Here also are the games that amused them ; the furni- 
ture that stood in their homes; the diapers that initiate civilized 
man into his lifelong bondage to clothing; the clocks that 
tick men’s lives away, and the tombstones that mark the end. 
These are the kettles that sang upon the stove; the rods that 
took the trout; the traps that snared the mink; the seeds that 
blew as flowers in rural gardens ; the Bibles in which the sor- 
rowful took refuge ; the veils worn by brides ; the iron heaters 
that glowed red in the parlor. Here, even, are the pistols that 
American men not so long ago wore as casually as their 
handle-bar mustaches. 

As my now-fascinated eyes stared longer and longer at the 
catalog pages, and as I delved deeper and deeper into them, it 
seemed to me that they constituted an invaluable record of 
American life ; that they were a diary of the times created by 
the people ; a measure of the desires and ambitions of millions. 
I thought, moreover, that if all the records of the catalog’s 
years should be lost, and only the catalog preserved, a scholar 
stumbling upon it in the remote future could recreate from its 
pages the way in which men had lived in America for fifty 
years. It was, therefore, with a shock of pleased surprise that 
I found my point of view had been anticipated by an English 
visitor to America more than a quarter century ago. 
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In 1911, Arnold Bennett visited Chicago and made this en- 
try in his Journal: 

Friday, November 17th 

Went to Sears Roebuck & Co., in their auto. Got on 
very well with Murkland, head of book and china dept. 

8 million dollars business last month. 

Over 7,000 employees. Over 4,000 women. Syi millons 
of large catalogs sold. Big bill-typing room. 600 clickers. 

Gradually on to car-yard, where cars being filled up. 

This yard of cars sent out every day. 

But most interesting thing was glimpses of real life of 
these outlying communities everywhere, as seen in ugly 
common simple stuff they ordered. Thousands of cheap 
violins. In one basket, ready for packing, all sorts of little 
cooking utensils and two mugs (fearfully ugly) labelled 
‘father’ and ‘mother.’ 4 cents curling iron. Most star- 
tlingly realistic glimpse of home life. All the life ( cheap 
music, chairs etc.) of these communities could be deduced 
from this establishment. [My italics.] 

The catalogs, however, afford even more than “startlingly 
realistic glimpses of home life.” Just as the concentric rings of 
California’s giant redwood trees reveal years of drought and 
rainfall through the centuries, the pages of the catalog mark 
the economic booms and depressions of our times. The catalog 
for fall, 1915, swells to 1,600 pages from the 1,100 pages of 
the preceding season. Why? The World War is in its second 
year; Europe clamors for the produce of American farms and 
factories; farmers prosper almost overnight; their desires in- 
crease, and the catalog dealing with millions of families be- 
comes a heavy, chunky book. 

The same process operates also in reverse. As depressions 
descend on the land, as commodities drop to bankrupt prices 
and farmers patch their last year’s overalls, the catalog sud- 
denly omits several hundred pages, reduces its prices, and be- 
gins to adjust itself to hard times. 

Year after year, it records the progress of invention and 
technological change in the United States. Thus, shortly after 
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the turn of the century the great mechanic-revolutionists. 
White, Duryea, Ford, Olds, and others were beginning to 
change American manners, morals, ways of living, and busi- 
ness almost beyond comparison with earlier periods. Just as 
the horses of Cortez burst with terrifying impact upon the 
Indians of Mexico and cleared the path for the Conquest, 
while uprooting an ancient culture and diverting the people 
from their centuries’ old course, so did the automobile burst 
upon the American people, to effect a bloodless conquest in 
some ways not less profound than that wrought by the con- 
quistadors upon Mexico. Even the allegedly astute gentlemen 
of finance failed at first to understand the significance of the 
new vehicle. At the moment when the catalog, expressing not 
the hopes but the wants of the people, was picturing an auto- 
mobile, that once famous cosmopolitan financier, Chauncey 
M. Depew, told his nephew that the horseless carriage would 
never supplant the horse, and kept the young man from invest- 
ing $5,000 in the business of a visionary mechanic named 
Henry Ford. A little later, page after page of tires, oil, and 
automobile accessories come into the catalog. Simultaneously 
the buggy begins to disappear, and finally vanishes altogether 
from the catalog, to survive only in a few rural sections, in 
the collections of museums, and in the property warehouses of 
Hollywood. 

Buggy whips, too, slowly go out of the catalog. On the day 
when the last buggy-whip manufacturer closed his factory 
doors and walked out into the blinding light of a new world 
where he was lost, no bells were tolled and no dirges sung. 

What social historian has marked his passing in a learned 
study, or assessed the importance of his disappearance? Yet 
who shall deny that he closed his doors not only upon an 
empty factory but also upon a long era of American history; 
that the day when he walked into the street was a day fraught 
with greater significance for the country than the whole ad- 
ministration, say, of President Van Buren, which is rioted in 
all the histories of America? 

The life span of the catalog itself is contemporaneous with 
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perhaps the most dynamic fifty years in American life. It be- 
gins in 1886 when the United States was just emerging from 
the Civil War and Reconstruction into a period of agricultural 
and industrial expansion unparalleled in the world for breadth 
and vigor. It continues through the years of the centraliza- 
tion of business into giant combines, trusts, and monopolies ; 
embraces the feverish dream era of “manifest destiny” before 
and after the Spanish- American War; goes on to the time 
when Kansas boys died in Flanders fields; stumbles into the 
darkness of the economic depression of the 1930’s from which 
we have not yet emerged, and the fall catalog of 1939-40 
appeared precisely at the moment when German troops were 
marching into Poland. 

Two pages in the 1905 edition might almost be taken as a 
short socioeconomic history of the United States, because they 
embody much of the essence of that history and vividly con- 
trast the old America that was passing with the new America 
that was emerging. Page 338 contains a sketch of a covered 
wagon and a description of “White Duck Emigrant Wagon 
Covers” tailored to fit many sizes of wagons. Page 339 is de- 
voted to a lusty, bitter denunciation of alleged monopoly prac- 
tices on the part of a giant camera-manufacturing corporation. 
On the one page the symbol of laisses faire and individualism 
in their most extreme forms; on the other page one of the 
instruments of the death of laisses faire and individualism. 

It is an astonishing mark, too, of the newness of America 
that emigrant wagon covers did not disappear from the catalog 
until 1924. Throughout the pages of the catalog, as in the 
pages of American history generally, one is awestruck by the 
swiftness of change, by the youth of the country, and by 
the spectacle of men, who were boys in a pioneer society, 
contributing in their maturity to urbanized, industrialized 
America. A startling example of this is the life of Paul J. 
Starrett who built many of the great skyscrapers and some of 
the subways of New York. 

“My brothers and sisters and I,” he writes, “were all born 
in Lawrence [^Kansas]. Our early life was lived in an Amer- 
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ica now completely gone. Through the vista of the years I 
look back to the prairies which the Indians, with their squaws 
and papooses were still crossing on their single-file trails. I 
remember standing one morning with a group of scared chil- 
dren in the city jail yard, where the six Sioux chiefs captured 
after the Custer massacre were incarcerated. As clearly as I 
can see the aeroplane overhead today, I can see the long trains 
loaded with buffalo hides going through to the East.” 

The boy Starrett watching Indians crossing the Kansas 
prairies ; the man Starrett erecting the world’s tallest building 
— the Empire State Building in New York. That is America 
and it is the America whose life span is the catalog’s. 

The catalog reveals American life changing as we turn its 
pages. Technology walks into the home to transform it and 
to transfigure the housewife. In edition after edition, we note 
the liberation of the housewife through the coming of labor- 
saving devices; we observe the drudgery once done by her 
hands transferred to machines ; we see the means by which 
even the servantless woman in the United States has come to 
have a higher degree of leisure than any other woman of her 
kind in the world. At the same time, the catalog records the 
progress of technology on the farm. Wood is sawed by hand, 
and then by power saws ; water is hand-pumped or carried to 
the hogs, and then it is driven by electric pumps ; men follow 
horses down turnrows for centuries, and suddenly they are 
riding the steel saddles of gasoline-powered tractors. 

If the catalog is rich in revelations of economic life and 
struggle in the United States, if it is a series of endlessly 
changing pictures of changing America, it is also a social 
barometer. Here we find the development of countless new 
attitudes — toward reading, the use of cosmetics, the virtues 
of fresh air and of bathing, and the pleasures of sports. We 
note how the luxuries of one generation become the neces- 
saries of the next generation, and how the clothing of the 
middle class tends to approximate that of the rich in fashion 
and materials, even if inferior in design and workmanship. 

The catalog as a chronicle of change and a panorama of 
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American life through fifty dynamic years reveals directly, 
and by implication, countless forces of many kinds that are 
constantly at work in a virile, restless civilization such as ours. 
We glimpse something of the age-long struggle against monop- 
oly and price-fixing; the rise of new attitudes toward private 
debt; changing parent-child relationships, and a radically 
different conception of sex. The catalog’s pages are starred 
with changes, but among them I can find none more startling 
than this : in the past few years they list and describe a great 
number of contraceptives. On the face of it this fact is not at 
all startling because contraception is nothing new in America. 
But let us look below the surface. The catalog, it must be 
remembered, goes to farmers, rural dwellers, and the economic 
middle classes and lower middle classes of the towns. These 
folk are the remnant, yet large, of the godly left in America. 
Evangelism still surges in their souls; their lips are fluent 
to hymn-singing ; their allegiance is to fundamentalism. Here, 
if anywhere, we should expect the catalog, in the role of Eros 
bringing gifts of concupiscence, to be ejected from the rural 
threshold. But, on the contrary, it is welcomed. What strange 
ferment must then be at work in the souls of the American 
people if this large group, who are the defenders of the faith 
and of the old-time religion, now emulates its city brothers and 
sisters in the use of contraceptives? 

The catalog, however, is revelatory of more than social and 
economic change in this country. It reveals also esthetic 
change. No one turning its pages can fail to be struck by the 
tremendous improvement they show in the design of category 
after category of goods for the person and for the home. And 
this improvement is highly significant because it reveals the 
tastes, wants, and desires not of a few wealthy women in the 
cities, but of millions of simple women living in the small 
towns and on the farms of America. For — it must be borne 
.in mind— things in the catalog are things people want. They 
are not things that Sears thinks they ought to have or hopes 
to sell them. 

Flowing out of this is the one fact indispensable to an under- 
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standing of this book : the catalog is based not upon hope but 
upon experience. There is no room in it for guessing, wishing, 
or, save occasionally and conservatively, experimenting. It 
does not attempt to cram down the throats of the public its 
own ideas of taste or merchandise. The catalog never leads; 
never crusades. It is based purely upon public acceptance of 
the goods it offers, and not until the public has clearly signi- 
fied that it wants a thing does that thing appear in its pages. 
We know, therefore, beyond all doubt, that the catalog’s pic- 
tures of American life are drawn not from the imagination 
but from the living model. 

The catalog occupies a unique place in American life. It is 
more than an instrument of business, although it was designed 
and is maintained solely as an instrument of business. It has 
become the best-known book in the United States, a part of 
American folklore, and, passing strange for a tool of business, 
it has also become the object of widespread affection. 

Wherever the traveler goes in the United States, he will 
find the catalog. It lies dog-eared and finger-smudged on the 
log-hewn tables of cabins high in the Great Smokies; it is 
found in the ranch houses of Montana, the cabins of cotton 
growers in Alabama, the homes of fruit farmers in Cali- 
fornia, and even in the mansions of the rich. But wherever it 
is found, a curious affection surrounds it, an expression that 
arises perhaps out of a subconscious longing for an America 
which is vanishing but which still continues to be exemplified 
by the catalog. America is a once pioneer country now ap- 
proaching maturity, and it is characteristic of such a country, 
at this stage of its progress, that it look back to its past. And 
the past — in a dynamic, fast-moving land such as this — may 
be no more than twenty-five or fifty years removed from the 
present. The United States, moreover, has been in breathless 
transition ever since 1914; it has been lifted up and thrown 
down ; it is staggered by change ; worried and harassed. It is 
certain that it is going somewhere, but no man can say with 
the slightest pretense to accuracy where it is going. Under 
these circumstances, it is natural that the people of a hurry- 
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ing, scurrying, industrialized, worried country should look 
back wistfully to a more leisurely and serene day when — such 
is the power of the retrospective imagination— every man in 
America sat content beneath his vine. The catalog is the sym- 
bol of that day, and, as such, it has come to be surrounded 
with the affection that men lavish on the symbols of happier 
days. 

It must be remembered, too, that millions of city dwellers 
were born in the country where, as likely as not, the catalog was 
part of their childhood. It has been the half dreamworld of mil- 
lions of children as they looked with wonder through its en- 
chanting, picture-starred pages. The following scene described 
by Marietta Minnigerode Andrews, in her Memoirs of a Poor 
Relation, (page 169), is one that must have been repeated with 
endless variations everywhere in the country for nearly fifty 
years. It is, in reality, a vignette of American life ; the stuff of 
which a painter might have made a typical Portrait of An 
American Mother zvith Her Children, Here Mrs. Andrews is 
speaking of herself and her children : 

Mary Lord Andrews the third is engaged in building 
a card house of souvenir postcards. Helen Tucker the sec- 
ond is inspecting a large catalogue of Sears, Roebuck & 
Company, in which a large number of legs with no ladies 
attached, as advertisements of beautiful silk stockings, 
cover one page, and lovely ladies without legs, advertising 
hats and blouses, adorn another page. Helen Tucker . . . 
being not quite two years olcf expresses no astonishment 
at these mutilations, but Mary Lord . . . says it is sad to 
see these pieces of people, and where are the ladies that 
belong to these legs ? She is interested in the Sears, Roe- 
buck catalogue, and I feel her active little brain is at work 
upon some scheme to defraud Helen Tucker of it without 
interference from me. 

The catalog is widely known as The Farmer’s Bible, The 
Nation’s Wishbook, and, in Texas, as The Panhandle Wish- 
book. And a wishbook it is. No one will ever know how many 
thousands of worn farm women have thumbed- its pages, 
their eyes lingering with desire upon the picture of a new stove 
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that the family badly needs but cannot afford to buy, upon a 
new dress to wear to church, or a washing machine to relieve 
the back-breaking labor of the tub. Often, however, dreams 
come true. For months a boy feasts his eyes upon a shiny .22- 
caliber rifle in the catalog, hoping someday to carry it under 
his arm as he hunts game in near-by pastures. Then straw- 
berrytime comes and he earns enough picking berries to en- 
able him to make out an order, count out the hard-won dimes 
over the counter of the post office, get a postal money order, 
and mail both to Chicago. A day or two later there is a pack- 
age in his family’s mailbox — ^how often did he look down the 
road for the carrier’s buggy ! — ^and he opens it with trembling 
hands to find the steel beauty inside. From one season to the 
next, thousands of farm families pore over the catalog. They 
discuss the wisdom of buying this or that; finally decide upon 
what they want, and then, as the crops come in and are sold, 
are at last able to buy the things they have dreamed of having. 
To such families the catalog is indeed a wishbook. and, as 
wishes are crystallized into reality, and long-hoped-for things 
are at last transferred from the catalog’s pages into the posses- 
sion of Sears’ customers, it becomes surrounded with an aura 
of affection. 

The catalog thus has a hold on a vast group of Americans 
that suave public-relations counsel, for all their wiles and ex- 
penditures, cannot ever achieve for their clients. The catalog 
grew up without a press agent; it has none in its maturity. 
The function of the corporation press agent is, too often, to 
present his client not as he is but as he would like to have the 
public think he is. The catalog, on the contrary, sticks strictly 
to the business of presenting Sears and its merchandise as 
they are. 

In addition to its other qualities the catalog is, of course, 
a charming, sometimes picturesque, naive, and often moving, 
account of how millions of plain folk have lived for five 
decades. It is a vast archeological museum containing thou- 
sands of exhibits labeled and minutely described. Here one 
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finds such items as goat sulkies for children, stereoscopes and 
pyrography equipment, flageolets, mourning handkerchiefs, 
the mustache cup, Prince Albert suits, the solid-gold toothpick 
with ear spoon combined, the fur derby hat, umbrella stands, 
hall hatracks, and leather Turkish rockers. Posterity with 
this record in its possession will not have to send out expedi- 
tions to the sites of buried towns of the Middle West, as we 
now send them to Ur of the Chaldees to learn how the Chal- 
deans lived and to determine the instruments they used at 
home and in the fields. 

The Greeks, transcendently wise, knew the human and 
poetic values of the trivia of living; they understood the sig- 
nificance of the simple things by which men lived. In their 
obituary poetry there appear again and again the youth’s 
hound, the fowler’s snare, the fisherman’s net, the farmer’s 
plow. These values, too, are in the catalog, and they are not the 
less poignant because they belong to our times rather than to 
antiquity. In this spirit the late Julius Rosenwald, the genius of 
Sears, saw the catalog as more than an instrument of business. 

During the World War, the late Newton D. Baker, Secre- 
tary of War, telephoned Mr. Rosenwald and asked him to 
come to Hoboken a day or two later and sail with him for 
France. Mr. Rosenwald arrived at the ship’s dock carrying a 
small suitcase containing his personal effects. He was followed 
by a large number of porters struggling with four huge 
wooden cases which they moved with difficulty. Mr. Baker 
asked him what they contained. “You’ll see,” Mr. Rosenwald 
replied. 

Later in the journey, when Mr. Baker was making a tour 
of American hospitals in France, he asked several hospital 
librarians what book was requested most often by wounded 
soldiers. To his astonishment he was told that it was the Sears 
catalog. It then occurred to Mr. Baker that Mr. Rosenwald 
must have distributed the catalogs. These were the contents 
of the heavy cases he had put aboard ship at Hoboken, A few 
days later the two men met in Paris and Mr. Baker asked his 
companion why he had taken the catalogs to the hospital. 
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“ril tell you why,” Mr. Rosenwald said. “This is the reason. 
Here is a sick or wounded American boy lying in a hospital. 
Where did he come from? What kind of a home did he have? 
The chances are that he is a farm boy, or a small-town boy. 
And that means he is a boy who once hunted, fished, trapped, 
or played baseball. There is a pretty good chance that his 
parents kept our catalog around the house. Now here the boy 
is in a strange country where people talk a strange language. 
He is thousands of miles from home. He is both sick and 
homesick. 

“I give that boy a catalog. He turns the pages. He sees the 
shotgun that right now is standing in his room back home in 
Illinois. He recalls the day when he killed a rabbit in the 
pasture or shot a lot of crows in the corn. A few pages farther 
on the boy runs into fishing tackle. From that second it is no 
longer cold, rainy weather in France, but warm springtime at 
home. He digs worms behind the barn, puts them in a can, 
and pretty soon he is pulling fish out of the creek as fast as 
he drops his line. In other words, the catalog helps our soldier 
boys to escape the miseries of war and live happily again, if 
only for a little while, amid the scenes of their childhood at 
home.” 

“I see,” said Mr. Baker. 

Now the astonishing fact is — and it is this that moved me 
to write this book — that hitherto the catalog has been the 
subject of little more than a few magazine articles and a great 
many backhouse jokes. It has been, to my knowledge, almost 
completely neglected by social historians and students of Amer- 
ican life and manners ; it has not been paid even the dubious 
honor of being the subject of a thesis for a doctor’s degree. 
Yet the Library of Congress, acutely aware of its high im- 
portance as an American document, mourns the fact that it 
does not possess a complete catalog collection; and, at the 
other extreme, Hollywood uses it as an indispensable source 
book. 

I have, therefore, undertaken the joyous task not of rescuing 
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the catalog' from oblivion — a book ■with an annual circulation 
of millions needs no discoverer— but of selecting, arranging, 
commenting upon, and interpreting certain portions of it that 
reveal in relatively brief compass some of the extraordinary 
changes in manners, morals, and ways of living that have oc- 
curred in America within the lifetime of most people now 
alive. 

For this purpose I have restricted my inquiry in general to 
the years 1905-1935, deviating only when necessary to illus- 
trate my thesis. Sears, Roebuck & Company began business as 
a small mail-order jewelry firm in 1886, but I have devoted 
little space here to an account of its early beginnings, strug- 
gles, or the personalities who made it successful. By 1905 — 
twenty years after its inception — the catalog was already 
offering not only jewelry but complete lines of merchandise. 
And as evidence of its maturity it proudly displayed a letter 
from the First National Bank of Chicago, stating that “They 
[Sears^ show a fully paid up surplus and capital of over Two 
Million Dollars, and are one of the largest mercantile institu- 
tions in Chicago.” For the sake of brevity and sharpness of 
picture, I have elected to consider change as recorded by the 
catalog not from year to year but in decades. 

In conclusion, I want to add that the considerations which 
apply to the Sears catalog apply with equal force to the catalog 
of Montgomery Ward & Company. I have chosen the Sears 
catalog as the vehicle of my exposition because of the familiar- 
ity I acquired with it while working for Sears, and out of my 
friendship with the men who make it and who have placed at 
my disposal both the catalog collection and their remem- 
brances of times past. 

I am particularly indebted to Messrs. Donald M. Nelson and 
N. W. Jeran of Sears, Roebuck & Company for advice and 
counsel; to Mr. Lessing J. Rosenwald, I owe thanks for the 
loan of letters. I wish also to express my gratitude to Mrs. 
Gerel Rubien and Miss Barbara Heggie for their assistance 
in research. 

David L. Cohn 

September 30, 1939 
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Part One 

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN 


This hook is divided into four sections and an appendix. 
The first three sections deal with the stuff of which the catalog 
is made — merchandise. The fourth section is concerned with 
the origins of Sears, the manner in which the catalog is manu- 
factured, the hostility of small-town merchants to mail-order 
houses, and a general discussion of advertising and install- 
ment selling. The appendix contains a collection of letters 
written to Sears by some of its customers. 

All the chapters in this hook are hound together by a single 
thread running through them — the thread of change. Every 
chapter makes its own contribution to the whole picture of 
American manners and morals for fifty years as seen through 
the eyes of the catalog. But each chapter — whether it is read 
consecutively and in relation to the entire hook or merely at 
random — is a self-contained entity which tells its own com- 
plete story. 

Since it would be an interminably tedious task to consider 
change from year to year, it is here considered in terms of 
decades. It is, of course, an extraordinary fact of our national 
life that even so short a period as ten years is sufficient to 
mark emphatic and sometimes startling change. Thus, our 
story begins with the quiet, agrarian, easygoing America of 
1905, but it moves rapidly into the turbulent, industrialised 
America of 1915. A mere decade had passed but the face of 
the country had been radically altered. In 1915, the World 
War had reached its second year, and America was growing 
rich selling goods to the peoples of warring continents, while 
its Government simultaneously protested to the combatants 
who were interfering with its sea-borne commerce, and its 



President was soon to be re-elected on a platform of “Pic kept 
us out of warP 

By the beginning of the next decade — 1925-1935 — wc had 
made, in some respects, a complete break with the continuity 
of tradition that dated back to the founding of the republic. 
Abroad, American soldiers had fought on foreign battlefields. 
At home, agrarian America had become industrialised; rural 
America had become urbanized. These were stupendous 
changes of immeasurably potent consequences. 

The sharp deflation of 1920-21 had been all but forgotten 
by 1925. The so-called “new era” was at hand: the era of 
limitless prosperity, characterized by pots overflowing with 
chickens and garages bursting with cars. Four years later, 
however, came the catastrophic economic crash of 1929; the 
beginning of the misery and bleakness of the long depression 
years from which we now seem, in 1940, to be timidly emerg- 
ing. 

Such is the too-brief economic background of the period 
with which this book deals. It is marked by equally dramatic 
changes in other departments of men's activities, and these 
are duly noted as they occur in the barometric catalog. Even 
the necessarily incomplete picture of America that is pre- 
sented here would be impossible if this book did not shuttle 
back and forth between the centuries; if it did not sometimes 
consider other lands and other peoples. For America is not 
only an inheritor of the ages; it is also a composite of the 
peoples of the earth. 

In this, the first section, the following fields of merchandise 
are surveyed, and varying deductions are drawn from them: 

Music, radio, the stereoscope, books, automobiles, watches, 
clocks, patent medicines, and — without suggesting any in- 
evitability of causation — tombstones. 



1-PROFUSE STRAINS OF UNPREMEDITATED ART 


O N April 7, 1880, The New York Times announced that 
$600,000 had been subscribed toward the building of 
the Metropolitan Opera House by a group including “the two 
Roosevelts, the three Vanderbilts,” and numerous Iselins, 
Goelets, and others. This group was soon joined by the multi- 
millionaires, Ogden Mills, Cyrus Fields, John D. Rockefeller, 
and Jay Gould. In Europe opera had long been subsidized by 
the state. In America it was underwritten by the rich. 

An opera house was built according to what were probably 
the most extraordinary architectural specifications ever laid 
down for one. Although its function was the projection of 
music, the structure was not laid out according to the neces- 
sities of acoustics, the stage, and the orchestra pit. It was 
constructed around the boxes, and bore, therefore, the same 
relation to functional architecture that a suit would bear to 
tailoring if one gave a tailor a dozen buttons and told him to 
surround them with clothes. But the Metropolitan was the crea- 
tion of the new rich of a prodigally wealthy new continent 
who were responding to the powerful impulse noted by Veblen 
in his Theory of the Leistire Class: 

“In order to gain and hold the esteem of men it is not suf- 
ficient merely to possess wealth or power. The wealth or power 
must be put in evidence, for esteem is awarded only on evi- 
dence. And not only does the evidence of wealth serve to im- 
press one’s importance on others and to keep their sense of 
his importance alive and alert, but it is of scarcely less use in 
building up and preserving one’s self-complacency.” 

If “esteem is awarded only on evidence,” the rich support- 
ers of the opera saw to it that they would be much in evidence. 
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The Vanderbilts, for example, bought boxes wholesale. They 
owned no fewer than five and occupied them on the Metro- 
politan’s opening night, March 22, 1883, along with a glitter- 
ing host of Gerrys, Bakers, Drexels, Rhinelanders, and other 
plutocrats of the times. Their tiers of boxes — soon dubbed the 
Golden, or the Diamond, Horseshoe — were as conspicuous as 
the prisoner at a hanging. But almost before the building had 
been completed, the same criticism of it was heard that is still 
echoed today by architects and music lovers. In 1883, The 
New York Evening Post said that “From an artistic and 
musical point of view, the large number of boxes is a decided 
mistake. But as the house was avowedly built for social pur- 
poses rather than artistic it is useless to complain about this.” 

After the opening performance at the Metropolitan, New 
York newspapers made more popeyed comment on the fact 
that the opera’s box holders represented $540,000,000 of 
wealth than on the quality of the performance. The Dramatic 
Mirror, however, in slightly irreverent mood, said: “The 
Goulds, the Vanderbilts, and people of their ilk perfumed the 
air with the odor of crisp greenbacks. The tiers of boxes 
looked like cages of monopolists.” 

Mrs. Astor’s Gift to Muslo 

The final success of the Metropolitan was assured on the 
night of March 6, 1884 (one year after it opened), not within 
the portals of the opera house, but in the home of Mrs. William 
K. Vanderbilt. There she gave on this evening a fancy-dress 
ball. It was notable for the fact that it marked the first time 
that the Astors (beaver fur and tenement houses) had ever 
crossed the Vanderbilt (railroads and ferryboats) threshold. 
And as the champagne of the up-to-that-raoment plebeian 
Vanderbilts slid down the patrician Astor throats, the social 
position of the Vanderbilts, and the success of the opera based 
upon social prestige, was secure. The country, therefore, if not 
the Vanderbilts, owes the Astors a debt of gratitude for their 
democratic gesture of more than fifty years ago. 

The years 1884-91 mark one of the most distinguished 

^ 4 — 



PROFUSE STRAINS OF UNPREMEDITATED ART 

periods of opera in America. Magnificent performances of the 
German masterpieces were given at the Metropolitan, and the 
house was crowded not only by the wealthy but also by many 
of New York’s 250,000 simple citizens of German descent. 
One hurdle remained to be taken. It seems that however bril- 
liant the performance on the stage it could not compete suc- 
cessfully with the rattling of tongues in the boxes. This moved 
the Metropolitan’s Board of Directors to issue a stilted notice 
which, in effect, said, “Aw, go hire a hall.” It read; “Many 
complaints having been made to the directors ... of the an- 
noyance produced by talking in the boxes during the per- 
formance, the Board requests it will be discontinued.” There- 
after, the incipient Wildes and Whistlers let the performance 
go its willful way undisturbed. 

New York (population then 1,900,000) was alive with music 
fifty years ago. Ever since 1853, opera had been presented at 
the Academy of Music, but its boxes were insufficient to ac- 
commodate the growing hordes of millionaires, so that it 
closed in 1886. By that time, however, the city had the 
Metropolitan, the New York Symphony Orchestra, the Casino 
devoted to comic opera, and concert halls where such artists as 
Adelina Patti and Ignace Paderewski appeared. During the 
opera season 1884-85, a young man named Walter Damrosch, 
then twenty-three years of age, was appointed second con- 
ductor of the Metropolitan orchestra. Years later, in the ma- 
chine age of music, he was to be among the first to sense the 
possibilities for music in the new field of radio and to spread 
its gospel in millions of homes. 

A lively interest in music was not, however, confined to New 
York in the 1880’s and 1890’s. New Orleans had had opera 
long before the Civil War, and in 1859 built its famous French 
Opera House. “The opera became the focus of social life in 
New Orleans — ‘a scene of costly jewels, elaborate costumes, 
lovely women, gallant gentlemen and magnificent music.’ . . . 
People of all walks of life attended the opera, even those who 
wished splitude. For these persons the loges grilles, or boxes 
enclosed with lattice work, were intended, being occupied 
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chiefly by those in mourning and femmes enceintes. A favorite 
New Orleans anecdote is that of the Creole belle who was al- 
most born in the opera house. For it was not until the middle 
of Faust that her mother, Mme. Blanque, turned to M. 
Blanque and said, Tierre, I do not think I can wait for the 
ballet!’ ”* 

At the other end of the country, Boston had its famous 
symphony orchestra; choral societies flourished in such cities 
as Cincinnati where there were large German populations; 
Reginald de Koven’s opera Robin Hood — probably the most 
popular American opera ever composed — ^was nationally fa- 
mous for years; and the names of John Philip Sousa and 
Victor Herbert were known to almost every man, woman, and 
child in the land. 

At the same time, if there was no tradition of music in 
a pioneer country, there had long been an enormous spread 
of musical education. Thus a United States Bureau of Educa- 
tion “Information Circular” of 1886 reports that seven out of 
eight pupils in the public schools were taught singing and 
music reading. 

In the West, where the Union Pacific Railroad put up signs 
requesting passengers not to shoot game from the car win- 
dows, there was apparently a veritable lust for music. In 
1882, L. P. Brockett of San Francisco wrote : f 

As to musicians and teachers of music, vocal and instru- 
mental, there is no calling in greater demand. Nowhere is 
the performance of a really excellent brass band more 
thoroughly appreciated than in any of these western 
towns. The best opera singers receive a far more enthusi- 
astic reception in the towns and cities of the Western 
region, than awaits them in the great cities of the East. 

Every church and hall has its choir, and every town of 
3,000 has its music association. 

A gentleman went to Leadville, Colorado, when it was 
in the formative plastic condition in 1878. There were 
few even frame buildings ... the majority were living 

* New Orleans City Guide, American Guide Series, p. 134. 

f Brockett, Our Western Empire, or The New West. 
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in tents. The nearest accessible railroad station was 130 
miles distant and the roads leading to it were horrible. A 
young woman asked the visitor to go home and dine with 
her if he could put up with “canned vittles.” As she ar- 
ranged the table in the tent the visitor was astonished to 
see a Chickering Grand Piano . . . brought piece meal on 
the backs of pack mules which had cost nearly $200 to 
transport. 

The diffusion of music and musical knowledge after the 
Civil War, and until the beginning of the World War, re- 
ceived constant impetus from two sources. The one was the 
long-lingering tradition that well-brought-up young women 
should have certain “accomplishments,” such as the ability to 
recite verses in parlors, paint china, and play some musical 
instrument — preferably the piano or the organ. The other was 
the invention of the phonograph. 

Mr. Edison, the inventor, did not think highly of the possi- 
bilities of the phonograph as a musical instrument in its early 
days and first used it for recording dictation. He thought that 
it might have some use, too, as a toy, and be valuable in fixing 
on wax the last words of dying persons. But by 1889, The 
Atlantic Monthly said that “Those persons who smile in- 
credulously when it is said that the perfected phonograph . . . 
will sing and play for us ... at almost no cost, and become a 
constant source of amusement and instruction . . . have for- 
gotten the ridicule they heaped upon the rumor that an Amer- 
ican inventor proposed to talk from New York to Chicago. 
Mr. Edison says that by the beginning of 1890 the phonograph 
will be far less of a curiosity than the telephone is now. . . . 
Just at present there is needed a funnel for so magnifying the 
sound that if the instrument is placed in the center of a table, 
all the persons sitting around can hear.” 

By the turn of the century, the phonograph was recording 
some of the noblest of the world’s music, as well as typical 
American musical-comedy songs and scores, and millions of 
men and women remote from the cities were able to enjoy, in 
however narrow and diluted a form, the music heard on the 
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New York stage, at the Opera, and in the great concert halls. 
Throughout the land, music teachers struggled with little girls 
in pigtails and little boys in knee pants, or beamed with satis- 
faction as their advanced pupils played Poet and Peasant or 
Rubinstein’s Melody in F at the annual recital for parents and 
friends. And on the farms and in the towns, men and boys 
strummed guitars and banjos, sawed on violins, tinkled jew’s- 
harps, or played the auto-zither. Against this background, rich 
in possibilities for the sale of musical instruments. Sears made 
up its catalogs. 

The Home Favorite 

Amateur performers upon the piano should thoroughly 
commit to memory a few pieces to play independently of 
notes, as to take sheet-music to a party is a hint that they 
expect to be invited to play. If possible, have the voice in 
good condition also, so as not to be obliged to complain of 
a cold. To eat a small amount of horse-radish just pre- 
vious to reading, singing or speaking, will quite effec- 
tually remove hoarseness. * 

In 1905, when a home was not a home without an organ or 
a piano. Sears offered four kinds of pianos in its general cata- 
log. These ranged from The Beckwith Home Favorite — “a 
most wonderful bargain” — at $89 (shipping weight, 750 
pounds) to The Beckwith Acme Cabinet Grand Concert Piano 
at $165. 

The advertising copy for The Home Favorite clearly re- 
veals the mental torture of the man who wrote it. He wanted 
to tell the truth about this parlor ornament, but not in such a 
way as to cause the prickly heat of sales resistance to break out 
on the skins of the customers. He invites the rural Paderewskis 
to come live with him and be his love, but he does not want 
The Home Favorite to seem a confection of kirtles and posies 
with no thorns in its make-up. And as the writer tries to serve 
two masters, the copy dives and soars. 

“The Home Favorite,” says he, “is a most wonderful bar- 
gain, but it is not so large as some of our other pianos and 

* Hill, Manual of Social and Business Forms. 
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hence ha.s not the same volume of sound.” Well, what do you 
want for $89? The pipe organ of St. Sulpice? If it is not as 
big as other pianos, its tone is nonetheless *Very strong for the 
size of the piano. But, alas. There are other things about The 
Home Favorite that destine it to linger in a limbo of imperfec- 
tion,^and the copywriter, biting his cigar, bravely points them 
out. To enable us to offer a piano at this price, it is necessary 
to save wherever possible, hence the sounding board, while 
very strong, is not so large as in some of our other instru- 
ments, the metal plate is smaller, the strings are not so long, 
but” sound now the trumpets of triumph — “it is Equal to 
pianos sold by Music Dealers for about $200.00.” 

At this point, the catalog, so sure of itself when confronting 
the puny claims of music dealers, wavers when facing the soul 
of the piano itself — the tone — and weakly lays down a dubious 
canon of beauty. “The tone,” it says in a thin, white voice 
drained of assurance, “is always a matter of taste, and in this 
piano we endeavor to produce a tone which we believe will 
please most anyone. It is sweet and melodious and of ample 
power for all ordinary requirements.” We shall see later, how- 
ever, that nothing is immutable in a changing mail-order 
world, and how, under other circumstances, this canon is 
abruptly thrown overboard. 

A piano is more than a musical instrument : it is also a piece 
of furniture. In 1905, it was what might be termed significant 
furniture: the pivot upon which the all-important parlor 
turned. And the piano as furniture was the piano case. Here 
the catalog, essaying the “Vanity of vanities, all is vanity” 
role of Ecclesiastes, points out that the case of The Home 
Favorite was subject to the corruption of everything below 
heaven, made even as it was of “solid wood, finished in ma- 
hogany or burled walnut. Extreme cold or other climatic 
changes are liable to cause the finish to check or peel in the 
course of time. We, therefore, cannot guarantee the finish on 
these cheaper pianos to stand, but otherwise this has no effect 
upon the tone or durability of the instrument.'” But what mat- 
ter if the body falters when the spirit stands erect? 
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At the other end of the scale from The Home Favorite was 
The Beckwith Acme Cabinet Grand Concert Piano, price $165. 
Now all is for the best in the best of all possible merchandise 
worlds, and the catalog is so certain of the virtues of this in- 
strument that it takes chance out of the buying. The customer 
may have it on “Our Great Thirty Day Trial Offer. This 
enables you to fully examine and test this beautiful instrument 
in your home before you decide to accept it. ... We will be 
glad to have you call in any musician who is unbiased and will 
give his honest opinion of the instrument.” And, after the 
doctors have consulted in a grove of musical academe, “If you, 
together with your friends do not decide that this is the great- 
est bargain in a piano you ever saw and fully equal to the 
instruments which are being sold at $350.00 to $400.00 in your 
community, then you are at liberty to return the instrument, 
we will cheerfully refund your money in full and pay the 
entire expenses of transportation both ways.” Inasmuch as the 
return of an Acme Cabinet Grand (shipping weight, 825 
pounds) might involve moving nearly half a ton of wood and 
metal six or seven thousand miles, the catalog’s confidence 
could hardly go farther. 

This grand piano was not what is now called a grand, but 
an upright. But whatever it lacked in grandness was com- 
pensated for by decoration. “The Music Desk,” says the cata- 
log, “is elaborately carved with finest raised carvings in the 
most artistic designs. The background of the carving is dull 
finish, while the other space is very highly polished, producing 
the grand effect found only in instruments for which you 
would pay a city dealer $350.00 to $400.00.” The case, more- 
over, had “that smooth, glassy appearance so much admired 
in fine furniture.” Supporting the keyboard were four Grand 
Rapids caryatides in the form of elaborately carved wood 
columns. 

At $89 for The Home Favorite, the catalog, as we have 
seen, made tone the plaything of the gods. It laid down no 
stern, immutable canons; tone, at that modest price, was “only 
a matter of taste.” But when the catalog speaks of The Acme 
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Cabinet Grand at $165 — a very different matter — it ascends 
the lonely hill of the absolute and lays down the dictum that 
tone is “the most important feature in a piano and can be 
only appreciated after a thorough test of the instrument.” 

It is not to be expected of an age which abhorred simplicity 
of line and decoration, when plush simulated cracked marble, 
and so utilitarian an object as a buggy lap robe was “a hand- 
some reproduction (in plush) of a beautiful picture showing 
two horses fleeing before an electric storm, with handsome 
flowered border,” that the piano player should be content to 
derive only piano music from his instrument. Ah, no. With 
every piano of whatever price Sears offered: 

The Mandolin Attachment furnished free with 
each Beckwith piano, perfectly reproduces the tones of 
the mandolin, harp, zither, guitar, banjo, etc., and which 
is so widely advertised by other houses who charge 
$50.00 to $75.00 extra for placing it in their pianos. . . . 

Many, however, do not care for the Mandolin Attach- 
ment and we will, if desired, with no extra cost, place in 
its stead the Muffler Attachment or Practice Pedal, an at- 
tachment of great utility as it deadens sound at the will 
of the performer, a desirable feature during the hours of 
practice. 

The buyer, therefore, of a Sears piano in 1905, got not only 
a piano but also the equivalent of a stringed orchestra ; he was 
master of a bagful of sound effects in an instrument that had 
a fluidity never dreamed of by Beethoven. And when he tired 
of these, he could, by throwing a lever that disconnected the 
Mandolin Attachment, retire to the austerities of piano music 
unadorned. He might have embraced still another choice (at 
no extra cost) and availed himself of the merciful anesthesia 
offered by the Muffler Attachment. 

Heavenly Diapasons 

While the 1905 catalog offered only four kinds of pianos, it 
presented a bewildering choice of organs. There were fifteen 
varieties at more than fifty prices. It took thirteen precious 
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pages to illustrate and describe them. A budding Bach of the 
times could let his fancy (and purse) range from “This 
Genuine Beckwith Go’s Large, Handsome, Beautifully Fin- 
ished, Golden Oak Parlor Organ at $19.90, to the Beck- 
with Imperial Grand Organ, Action D, Six Octaves, at 
$51.95, The Handsomest Organ We Have To Offer.” 

But Sears, not content with this distinguished achievement, 
labored and brought forth a very miracle of music. It pro- 
duced an organ (“ 'This is the way,’ laugh’d the great god 
Pan”) as easy to carry as reeds that were plucked by the river. 
And there were many who yearned for such an instrument in 
the America of 1901 For that was the very heyday of the 
evangelist who moved from town to town preaching the old- 
time religion to crowds in a tent or an empty store ; preaching 
the doctrine of brimstone and hell-fire; calling upon men to 
repent, believe, and be baptized before it was too late ; bidding 
them come up the sawdust trail and be washed forever free 
of their sins in the blood of the Lamb. But how evoke the 
reluctant, sinful soul without music? How create rapture 
without bloodcurdling hymns ? Where find an organ so light 
that it could be carried under the arm, and moved one day to 
Babylon and the next day to Rome? 

Sears had the answer to this anguished cry. It built an or- 
gan suitable for the peripatetic purposes of troubadour or 
evangelist It was “The Beckwith Universal Folding 
Organ, for Schoolrooms, Evangelistic Work, And In Your 
Home. Wherever Music is Wanted. The Beckwith Folding 
Organ is adapted for use under all circumstances and in 
places where there is no instrument or where portability is 
desired. ... It is endorsed by Sunday schools and leading 
evangelists throughout the country. . . Actual weight, 29 
pounds. Price: $27.50.” 

Once upon a time an American’s home was not only his 
^stle but also his music conservatory. The parlor — ^not the 
bathroom — of the 1905 home was where men invited their 
souls while Mama played “Silver Threads Among The Gold” 
on the organ. In that distant day, the country possessed more 
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pianos and organs than bathtubs, just as it now has half as 
many automobiles as toothbrushes. Later, these conditions 
were to be changed: the parlor was to become just another 
room in the house where people ate and slept; the organ was 
to vanish into the darkness that shelters the spinning wheel; 
while the bathroom was to emerge as the central altar and 
pride of the home. But in 1905, no home could afford to be 
without an organ, and few people were so poor that they 
could not afford one. Sears, the Largest Music Dealers, saw 
to that. 

The Golden Oak Case Parlor Organ, for example, cost only 
$19.90 — far less than the price of many of today’s radios. Yet 
one got a great deal of lumber, craftsmanship, and music for 
one’s money. The case was made of “selected solid oak, finished 
golden. . . . The upper part is handsome in appearance, with 
heavy rail-top of fancy shape, and neatly hand-carved; has a 
good size bevel mirror, has carved panels in sides, full-length 
shelf underneath, ornamented with turned knobs ; large music 
(fesk with carved panels and covers. . . . Pedals are full-size, 
povered with Brussels carpet, nickel trimmed.” 

Even today one shares the joy that must have suffused the 
heart of the copywriter who described the instrument that was 
the pride of Sears’ heart and the desire of all, organ lovers: 
“The Beckwith Imperial Grand, the Handsomest Organ We 
Have to Offer.” It obviously summed up all the genius of the 
cabinet and organ makers of the times, and the copywriter, 
every doubt vanishing in the presence of its polished perfec- 
tion, pulls out the stops and goes to town. “The tone,” he cries 
exultantly, “is full, round and resonant, and is susceptible of 
the most delicate variations.” And the design ! It was evidently 
created by some Midwestern Fra Lippo Lippi whose name un- 
happily is lost, but there is little doubt that it was the work of 
the perfect painter in tone, wood, and metal. “The design,” 
says the catalog, “is the finest ever conceived by the mind of 
the organ designer, and the splendid way in which it has been 
worked out, together with the brilliant and powerful tone, 
makes this organ the highest achievement of the organ build- 
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er’s art.” Then the catalog, fearful lest the customer should 
get the impression that Sears loves art more than living, 
makes a dizzy turnabout, which would have produced a severe 
psychological wrench in an age less sturdy, and hurls a chal- 
lenge into the clenched teeth of the local music dealer. “The 
case of this organ,” it says mockingly through its drooping 
mustaches, “could not be made in your town for the price 
we are asking for the organ complete.” 

The case was so beautiful that the copywriter broke down 
and blubbered. Here was loveliness so tenuous that “no en- 
graving can do justice to the beauty of finish and elegance for 
which this instrument is remarkable.” But the catalog, falter- 
ing for a moment, recovers its voice and tells us that The 
Imperial Grand had not only “pretty bric-a-brac shelves” — a 
feature common even to the coarser organs — ^l)ut also “a beau- 
tiful canopy top, ornamented with hand carvings and sup- 
ported by two graceful pillars.” Then finally (a touch of 
Chartres and Carcassonne brought into the parlors of the 
prairies) : “Supporting the keyboard on each end of the organ 
are two handsomely carved griffins which give the organ a 
medieval effect not possessed by another organ.” And, as 
though this were not enough for $51.95, Sears, snuffing out all 
sales resistance in a burst of Medicean magnificence, offered : 

Free With Each of These Organs a fine stool, 
made in wood to match the case of the organ, with hand- 
some turned legs, brass claws and glass balls. 

The catalog’s organ section ends with a quiet statement that 
sharply illuminates the tone deafness in which the present 
generation has sunk. We creatures of the machine age, who 
can but dial the radio or push the button of a phonograph, are 
musical dullards by comparison with Americans of the early 
years of this century. Hundreds of thousands of them played 
musical instruments, a,nd those who could not play, yearned 
to do so. Apparently they did not need a teacher, for with each 
piano and organ Sears offered “a complete instruction book, 
by the aid of which one can learn to play the instrument with- 
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out the aid of a teacher.” 1905 was the golden age of music in 
the American home. 


Village Violinists 

Before a tent near the river a violin makes lively music ; 
in another quarter, a flute gives its mellow and melan- 
choly notes to the still night air, which, as they float over 
the quiet water, seem a lament for the past rather than a 
a hope for the future. * 

Seeking coolness in the shadows of barns, throwing corn 
to hogs in sleety rain, milking cows in green meadows, meas- 
uring gingham in country stores, there were once myriads of 
Americans who not only formed the economic backbone of the 
country but who also preserved its musical soul. And the hand 
that rocked the churner as often as not scraped the bow. The 
1905 catalog, aware of all this, listed nineteen kinds of violins 
and violin outfits, and spread illustrations and descriptions of 
them over eleven pages. For the violinist of that day was as 
common as caricatures of Teddy Roosevelt’s teeth. 

No village Paganini, however poor, was condemned to si- 
lence because he could not raise the money for a fiddle. If he 
had had only $1.95 it would have been enough to buy “Our 
Stradivarius Model. . . . They possess a tone seldom found 
in instruments of this price and are equal in every way to 
violins generally sold at twice the price.” But pitfalls lay in the 
path of the unwary customer — particularly if he traded else- 
where — and Sears is determined that its clients shall not 
stumble into them, $1.95 and all. The catalog tells us that “No 
musical instruments are so susceptible of false valuations as 
violins” ; and, having warned the customer, it threw a mantle 
of firotection around his shoulders. Sears evidently adhered to 
the Cartesian doctrine that it is immoral to believe in the truth 
of a proposition which cannot be demonstrated. Every instru- 
ment, therefore, was sold on “Our Ten Days’ Trial Offer. 
Order one of the violins listed, use it ten days and if you do 

* Jesse Applegate, A Day With the Cow Column in 1843. 
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not find it satisfactory you may return it to us. We will pay 
express charges both ways and refund your money in full.” 
The violinist could then, with this assurance before him, freely 
roam among enchanting pages describing dozens of models, 
including those two favorites : 

Our Genuine Maggini Violin, An Exact Of The 
Well Known Maggini Violins Made by One of the Great- 
est Italian Makers. $10.00 Violin for $4.35. 

Our Paganini Guarnerius Violin, An Exact Copy 
of the Violin Used by That Marvelous Player, $5.45. 

The prospective customer of the most expensive violin 
offered by Sears in 1905, “Our Genuine Heberlein, the Most 
Wonderful Value Offered In a Violin, $23.45,” saw in it, 
through the eyes of the prophetic catalog, an opportunity to 
acquire “a wonderful value” for himself, and at the same time 
do something for his children or grandchildren. The Ileberlein 
was a violin whose selling price, according to the laws of 
probability, might increase a thousandfold with the passing 
of time. The catalog tells us why. “The varnish used on these 
instruments,” it says, “is of such a quality that the colors will 
blend and soften with years of use and the varnish will so 
harden and become part of the wood that the resonance of the 
instrument will be wonderfully increased and the tone will 
become more brilliant and powerful with continued use. If the 
violins which the original Stradivarius made and sold for an 
amount that would about equal $25.00 in our money, can now 
be sold for from $5,000.00 to $10,000.00, is it not reasonable 
to suppose that the purchase of one of these violins from us at 
this time will mean a marvelously profitable investment in the 
coming years.” 

Nothing, in the light of experience, could be more reason- 
able. Has not time turned to gold the white marble of the 
Athenian temple of Theseus? But the catalog, content with 
having torn a nasty hole in the veil of the future, does not look 
back but presses grimly forward, determined that the de- 
scendants of a Heberlein owner shall have no trouble cashing 
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in on gi andpa s foresight : ‘'With each of these violins we 
issue a certificate showing that the violin is a genuine Heber- 
lein violin, carefully made by this celebrated maker.” 

These Heberlein violins that once lay on many a parlor table 
flanked by the Bible and The Last Days of Pompeii — ^where 
are they now? Are they lost in attics long unexplored? And if 
they have miraculously survived, and stored up tone distilled 
fi om the wine of time so that they sing like the very harps of 
heaven, who shall play them? The hands of the children to 
whom they have descended grip the steering wheel ; their ears 
ring with the strident clamor of the radio. Who shall come 
forward with a crumbling certificate and a mellowed Heber- 
lein to claim the heritage that his ancestor laid up for him 
long ago? 

Anybody Can Play a Violin 

Although Sears gave away an instruction book with each 
violin, it also sold books to those who already owned violins 
but felt the need for brushing up on their technique. Thus for 
thirty-seven cents one could have purchased: 

“Benjamin’s Illustrated Violin Method (If by mail, 
postage extra, 5 cents). This is the latest publication in the 

way of a violin instructor It is profusely illustrated; also 

contains a collection of popular music. . . .” 

Naturally Sears, The World’s Largest Music Dealer, sold 
music. One of the best-selling books was “The Young Violin- 
ist’s Gigantic Collection. 350 pieces of the best music. Price 25 
cents.” But, unfortunately, the Gigantic Collection was in fact 
so gigantic that the postage on it, in the days before the parcel 
post, amounted to twenty-five cents, almost doubling the cost 
of this invaluable folio and making the delivered price forty- 
eight cents. 

Quitars 

On a night of cold and blowing rain, a ragged Negro, ac- 
companied by a girl, shuffled into the Bridal Wreath planta- 
tion store. His toes stjick out of the remnants of shoes that 
clung to his feet. “Boss man,” he said to the clerk, “I wants me 
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a pair of rubber boots.” But the clerk was busy with other 
duties, and while the prospective buyer waited, he saw sus- 
pended from the ceiling among the lanterns, hams, and ac- 
cordions, a guitar. He asked if he “could set down and pick 
that gi-tar,” and having been given permission, removed it 
and ran his calloused black fingers lovingly over the strings. 
Then he sat down, shivering, and began quietly to play to 
himself, the girl snuggling for warmth close to his side. 

“How much is it, white folks ?” he inquired of the clerk who 
had finally come to sell him boots. “Four and a half,” replied 
the clerk. “Den I’ll take it,” the musician replied. He wearily 
stood up, counted out four dollars and fifty cents in nickels 
and dimes won in a dice game, and moved slowly to the door 
clutching the guitar close to his body. Outside on the store 
gallery, as though fortifying himself to go out into the cold 
rain, he stopped to sing and play “I Woke Up This Morning 
With Jesus On My Mind.” 

“Niggers are crazy,” mumbled the clerk as he prepared to 
close up for the night. 

In 1905, the United States reeked with bucolic and small- 
town guitarists. In the catfish parlors and on the plantations 
of the South, Negroes “picked” guitars; in the Middle West 
and the Far West and in the lonely mountains of Virginia 
and Carolina, guitar music relieved the pain of living and gave 
forth a joyous affirmation of the goodness of life. 

Sears, conscious of the great number of actual or potential 
guitarists in the land, laid the benison of music smack down 
on the bargain counter. The Abou Ben Adhem of the pack, 
not only leading all the rest, but away out in front with a full 
catalog page devoted to it, was “Our $2,95 Edgemere Guitar 
Outfit (shipping weight 12 pounds).” 

Other guitars were named for American colleges, and one 
wonders whether the head of Sears’ music department, when 
he priced and named his guitars, was not at the same time 
passing judgment upon the merits of the universities accord- 
ing to some secret or unconscious criteria of his own. Note the 
valuations : 
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The Stanford $ 4.25 

The Cambridge $ 8.95 

The Cornell $11.35 

The Princeton $13.75 

The Yale $16.95 

The Harvard $21.45 


The Harvard, at $21.45, was nothing short of “The Hand- 
somest Guitar Ever Offered.” In this case Sears shot the 
works. 

“In selecting this instrument,” says the catalog with quiet 
satisfaction, “we have instructed the manufacturers to put us 
up the finest instrument that could be made. ... It is certainly 
a work of art in every respect, because the superb finish and 
the handsome inlaying which is characteristic of the instru- 
ment gives it a rich appearance possessed by no other instru- 
ment of its kind. It is an excellent instrument for presentation 
purposes and will compare favorably with any $75.00 guitar 
that any other dealer has to offer you.” 

SInjfIng Mandolins 

If the guitar was a popular musical instrument of 1905, 
what shall be said of the even more popular mandolin ? What 
made the demand for them so great that the catalog listed 
eleven kinds ? 

One of Sears’ mandolins was named with refreshing frank- 
ness, “Our Competition Mandolin, at $2.35.” “This in- 
strument,” we learn, “is giving universal satisfaction, and the 
sales on it have been immense, owing, undoubtedly, to the 
great value which we are offering.” 

In the affairs of men — and mandolins — some things are ac- 
cepted as the ultimate. Arbitrary ultimates, if you will, merely 
because men do not at the moment know how to approach 
nearer to perfection, but acceptable currency nonetheless in 
the goods and spiritual markets of the world. To this category 
belonged “The Campanello at $19.95, Sold Generally By 
Dealers from $35.00 to $40.00.” You could not go beyond it 
“as nothing better is made at any price. It is not only a strictly 
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high-grade instrument from a musical standpoint, but repre- 
sents also the highest achievement of the mandolin maker’s 
art.” The Campanello was guaranteed to go singing down 
through the years for gentlemen troubadours, or their “money 
was cheerfully refunded.” 

Variations on a Theme 

In Sears’ large company of stringed instruments, in 1905,. 
were ten kinds (and prices) of banjos, plus four variations 
on the theme: a Mandolinetto, a Professional Banjourine, a 
Piccolo Banjo, and Banjo-Mandolin. 

Many years after 1905, an American advertiser spread over 
the land the slogan: “What a Whale of a Difference a Few 
Cents Make.”, Sears did not put it that way, but looking back- 
ward, one sees the White Whale of a Few Cents Difference 
furiously churning up a page of the catalog with a mail-order 
Ahab in hot pursuit. “In the past,” says the copywriter with 
a calm that does not betray his inner struggle, “it has been 
our custom to quote prices on banjos as low as $1.75, but we 
have found that we cannot furnish a banjo which will give 
entire satisfaction at this price.” This ominous sentence might 
well have alarmed the banjoists of the day who could feel the 
ground giving way under them, but they were soon reassured. 
The difference between cacophony and music, it seems, was 
only twenty cents. What Sears could not do for $1.75 it could 
(and did) do for $1.95. At this price it offered “Our Special 
Banjo with a genuine nickel shell, wood lined; neck stained in 
imitation cherry.” 

If faith moves mountains, why won’t low prices move 
mountains of merchandise? Acting on this assumption in its 
usual forthright and vigorous manner, Sears addressed the 
banjoists of the country not in the terminology of music but 
in the language of the market place. In a breathless nonstop 
sentence, the catalog presented “Our $5.75 Challenge Banjo, 
Thirty-Nine Brackets, Beautifully Made andFinished, Offered 
Under Our Binding Guarantee to Prove Perfectly Satisfactory 
or Money Refunded, and the Equal in Every Way of Banjos 
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that Sell Usually at Double the Price. This Instrument We 
Offer as the leader of our banjo line, to show for how little 
money we can offer a strictly high-grade instrument, how 
much value it is possible to put into a banjo at this price.” 

The catalog, however, was not content merely to convince 
the prospective customer that it had placed the music of the 
spheres and of banjos on the bargain counter. It had to take 
a shot at the local music dealer who, as we shall later show, 
shot back whenever he could. “$5.75 for this banjo,” crows the 
copywriter, “is truly a wonder price. It will astonish dealers 
as well as consumers. If you show this banjo to a dealer, he 
will hardly believe that you bought it for $5.75. It represents 
a value hitherto undreamed of.” 

Alpine Music on the Farm 

Music Box Mender — Joseph Bornand, a French-Swiss 
by birth, is the only man left in this part of the world, 
or so we’re told, who can mend music boxes. He learned 
the art as a boy in Switzerland. Now he’s living out in 
Pelham. ... * 

If you played ho musical instrument and yet wanted music 
in your home, the catalog could still provide it. The medium 
was Swiss Music Boxes at prices ranging from $1.65 to 
$24.45. It is true that the musical selections offered in the 
boxes were painfully limited, but the music was genteel, the 
cabinets were ornamental, and there was something beguiling 
in the fact that they were imported. The catalog went to some 
pains to assure cracker-barrel skeptics that its Swiss Music 
Boxes were indeed — Swiss. 

“These boxes,” it tells us, “were made by the best manu- 
facturers in Switzerland, the home of the music box. It is a 
recognized fact that the originators and best makers of musi- 
cal boxes are the Swiss people. Each box is made with the 
greatest care ... to bring forth the best quality of tone — that 
sweet, delightful tone so peculiar to the Swiss box.” 

* Harper’s Bazaar, June, 1939. 
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There was a great demand for music boxes in 1905. This 
is evident not only from the numbers listed in the catalog, but 
also from their prices, which were high in relation to other 
musical instruments. Several of them sold for more than 
organs or most of the current phonographs, violins, or banjos. 
Yet the catalog — which apportioned space not according to 
hope but experience — ^gave music boxes nearly a full page. We 
may therefore conclude that thousands of farmers and small- 
town men dug deep to place these instruments on the parlor 
table. 

Every Man His Own Musician 

One would seem to be on safe ground in dividing musical 
instruments into two categories: one, those played by hand 
and demanding instruction and practice, and two, those played 
by a mechanical device of some kind. Yet such a classification, 
if made in 1905, would have been inaccurate. There was still 
another category exemplified by a hand-manipulated stringed 
instrument that, we are told, anybody could play without in- 
struction. This triumph of ingenuity was called The Auto- 
harp and its sole demand upon the would-be player was that 
he should not be paralyzed in both hands. The demand for it 
was so great among a passionately musical people that Sears 
offered it at five different prices enumerated upon a whok 
catalog page. 



The Musical Won- 
der of the Age — 
the Instrument that 
Played Itself with 
Just a Little Assist- 
ance from the Mu- 
sician 
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What was this marvel of another age ? T he Auto harp, we 
learn, had “no complicated parts, no mechanism that requires 
the skilled hand to operate. Anyone-r-whether he has musical 
ability or not, can play it with very little practice, and play it 
well. Thousands testify to its sweetness of tone, which equals 
that of the highest grade piano. The most difficult productions 
can be played on it, while as an accompaniment for the voice it 
has no superior. Never before has it been possible for the house 
to be graced with high class music at so small an expense. 
The prices which we name enable the poorest to possess an 
instrument which will produce the sweetest music and give 
just as much pleasure as would a high priced piano.” 

It is interesting to note from this paragraph that while the 
1905 period freely used euphemisms in the so-called moral 
sphere — as “limb” for “leg”^4t spoke bluntly in the economic 
sphere and used the word “poorest” without blushing or 
apology. Nowadays the poor are the “underprivileged” and 
the dole, or the old-fashioned poor relief, is simply “relief.” 

Music Miscellany 

Catering to America’s insatiable love of music in 1905, 
Sears’ listing of musical instruments went on for page after 
page. The standard instruments were present, of course, in 
great profusion but there were also a number of musical 
exotica. The Zitho-Harp, for example, a “New Overstrung 
Instrument of Extraordinary Beauty and Elegance, Produc- 
ing a Tone Which For Sweetness, Purity and Resonance Far 
Excels Any And All Instruments Of Its Class. Prices: $1.95 
and $3.15.” 

And the Guitar Zither, “an improved and simplified German 
zither, upon which may be rendered the most difficult music 
without the aid of a teacher. Prices: $1.65 to $3.95.” 

' At the same time the brittle twanging of that most primitive 
of musical instruments — the jew’s-harp — ^was heard through- 
out the land. Sears was proud of the fact that the genius of 
our own manufacturers was competent to struggle with the 
difficulties of producing this instrument. The catalog tells us 
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that “The Jews’ Harps which we list are made by the best 
maker in America, and are known as the genuine E, L. Amer- 
ican Jews’ Harps and are not to be confused with the many 
inferior harps on the market.” 

Harmonicas 

Joe Moss is a harp-blowing black man. When he bears 
down hard on his two-bit harmonica he can make trouble 
leave your weary mind, set your tired feet to stomping, 
bring Sweet Jesus to your backsliding soul. Joe Moss is 
a one-harp, two-harp, three-harp-blowing man. Some- 
times on hot nights in summer when folks are sitting out 
on the front porch catching air, talking, or sleeping on 
a mattress stuck in the front doorway to get the benefit 
of the draft blowing through the open back door and at 
the same time to keep the dog from leaving the house, Joe 
takes a stand on the corner of Redbud Street and Cately 
Avenue. He draws a harp out of the belt that holds up 
his red corduroy trousers and slowly eases up on the blues 
just like a lonesome man sidling up to talk to a lady who 
has a mean and jealous husband. * 

In the golden age of American music, millions of harmonicas 
trilled their native wood-notes wild, and Sears, as hand- 
maiden to the muse, stood ready with twenty-five varieties in 
its cornucopia of marbleized pasteboard highly polished. In 
that happy time, all that the musician needed was the will to 
music and powerful lungs. Harmonicas were cheap. If you 
lost one, or broke it, the loss was trivial. Sears sold one kind 
for only nine cents, and at that it was a “Genuine Bohm.” The 
lordliest variety, “the very latest harmonicas produced by the 
celebrated maker, Ch. Weiss,” sold for $1.15. Strangely 
enough — ^and it is maddening not to know why — The Angel’s 
Clarion, went for a mere sixty cents. 

We have seen that the piano was forcibly invested with 
qualities it did not possess in a true state of nature. The 
harmonica, too, was compelled to blossom with strange foliage 

* David L. Cohn, “Black Troubadour,” The Atlantic Monthly, Tune, 
1939. 
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and bear alien fruit. Thus, “The Brass Band Bell Harmonica 
is fitted with tuned bells, which can be used with wonderful 
effect in connection with the instrument. That it is a favorite 
with all harmonica players is fully proved by the enormous 
number we sell.” 

This, however, was but a beginning. Ingenious as the belled 
harmonica may seem to us who are spoon-fed with radio music, 
it scarcely tapped the inventive genius of those days. When a 
harmonica maker of 1905 really got into a frenzy of creation, 
the walls came tumbling down. The most magnificent achieve- 
ment of the period was a tiny instrument which made every 
man his own portable orchestra : 



Combination Pipe Organ 
and Brass Band for Fifty 
Cents — a Monarch of Music 


“The Clarion Brass Brand Harmonica. A new invention. 
The new idea or invention is in the organ pipes which are 
placed over the reeds. By means of these pipes, the performer 
is able to change the tune at will, giving imitations of the 
flute, church organ or trumpet calls.” The price of this mon- 
arch of instruments, “Packed In Heavy Red Leatherette Case 
Having Substantial Hinge and Nickel-Plated Fastener,” was 
more modest than even a catalog customer had a right to 
expect. It was only SO cents (if by mail, postage extra, 8 
cents). 

Accordions 

Sears, mother of music, neglected none of her children. She 
behaved with especial generosity toward our own gypsies of 
the mountains, the swamps, and the prairies, who yearned to 
pour out their melancholy souls upon the accordion. And they 
must have been numerous because the 1905 catalog lists 
twenty-five kinds, beginning with “a very fine instrument 
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with ebonized highly polished frame and fancy fluted mould- 
ings,” price $1.65, and ending with “Kalb’s Imperial,” at 
$11.65. 

The man who played an accordion or harmonica in the 
United States thirty years ago played more than music. He 
also played a neat economic trick. For these instruments were 
practically a monopoly of Germany who at the time was one 
of America’s largest buyers of agricultural products, and the 
farmer who bought a five-dollar accordion or a fifty-cent 
harmonica really paid for it with meat, wheat, or lard. This 
was a trade not only valuable to both countries economically, 
but was also revelatory of the soul of man in a state of nature. 
At bottom it represented the exchange of bread for beauty: 
what man lives by in return for what man lives for. 

Graphophones 

The horns of elfland, oxidized, highly polished, and brass- 
rimmed, blow more than faintly through the graphophone 
pages of the catalog. One can still hear them down the long 
corridors of the years : the nasal voice of the announcer say- 
ing, “Edison record” ; the scratching of the needle ; the hum- 
ming of the motor and the gurgling in the throat of the instru- 
ment as the motor ran down in the middle of a song. 

The graphophones of 1905 shared certain qualities in com- 
mon. All were equipped with horns; all were run by hand- 
wound springs ; all were fitted for playing either flat or cylin- 
der disks. Beyond this, nature herself scarcely displayed 
greater variety. The present American passion for uniformity 
was then but an idea in the mind of a young man in Detroit — 
Henry Ford. 

There were lower-priced graphophones in the catalog than 
The Home at $8.60 — one popular number sold at $5 — ^but if 
you wanted something for “home amusement or popular en- 
tertainment,” The Home was your dish. It was obviously a 
gay, friendly little thing and pleasant to have around the 
house. In the words of the copywriter who had seen it shining 
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plain, it was “a little beauty, a machine that will brighten the 
home, entertain yourself, your friends and your family and 
keep you in touch with the latest and best music of the finest 
bands and orchestras and the most celebrated public singers.” 

If, however, you were not precisely a homebody, but were 
touched with exhibitionism, you passed up The Home, and 
for $30 (the equivalent of 60 bushels of wheat) bought the 
AH Disc Graphophone. It would enable you to show off in 
your neighborhood in a refined and elegant way. The catalog, 
which seems to have known instinctively much that Freud 
was later to teach, is conscious of the streak of .the show-off 
in the best of us and, because its business was not teaching 
but selling, effectively uses it as a sales argument. “If You 
Want a Talking Machine,” it says straight from the shoul- 
der, “which will create a sensation in your locality, A Machine 
Which People Will Come Miles to Hear, Order This AH 
Machine and a Selection of 10-inch records.” 

The AH was calculated to make a sensation with its “fine 
black and gold horn,” surmounting “The Cabinet Extra Fine 
and Heavy of a Very Handsome and Ornamental Design, 
made from solid quarter-sawed oak and very finely finished 
throughout.” It was a phonograph-peacock among crows. 

Let us now choose a Genuine Harvard Disk Record (30 
cents each), put it on the AH, crank the motor, and take a 
seat. As from the grave, but preserved for a life beyond life, 
we hear “An Address by the late President McKinley at the 
Pan-American Exposition.” The parlor is beginning to be 
crowded now with “People Who Have Come Miles to Hear,” 
and we want to give them something to remember us by. We 
dip into our selection of records and come up with that master- 
piece of music, sound effects, acting, drama, and excitement 
known as “Cummings’ Indian Congress at Coney Island.” It 
was “Descriptive. Grand entree of the Indians and Mexicans, 
preceded by the Carlisle Indian Band, Princess Wininah, the 
champion rifle-shot of the world. Indian sham battle and real- 
istic scene introducing the war-song, the attack of the Mexi- 
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cans who are routed amidst the yells and whoops of the 
Indians who celebrate by their battle cry of victory. A record 
of thrilling interest.” 

Then we rapidly crank the AH again and, before the last 
war cry has died away, we are magically transferred to the 
New York water front, where we attend the “Departure of 
a Hamburg- American liner. The big whistle sounds All ashore 
going ashore. The band plays popular airs, friends shout fare- 
wells, the giant liner backs into midstream and the music is 
drowned in the cheering.” 

Famous Graphophone Musicians 

The graphophone records sold by Sears in 1905 reveal some- 
thing of the musical taste of the people of the time ; illuminate 
their sense of humor ; show their devotion to hymns and sacred 
music, and give us a glimpse of the contemporary operatic and 
musical-comedy stages. 

Orchestra and band selections led all the rest. John Philip 
Sousa was then in his prime, and his theme song (to antici- 
pate the radio era), “Stars and Stripes Forever March,” was 
whistled by everybody. (The composer, incidentally, sold his 
rights to it for ninety dollars.) The 1905 catalog lists fifty 
Sousa’s Band records at twenty-five and fifty cents each. For 
more than two generations, Americans marched to the blood- 
tingling strains of such Sousa marches as “Hail To The 
Spirit of Liberty,” “Imperial Edward Coronation March,” 
“Liberty Bell March” (bell effect), “Semper Fidelis March,” 
and the ever popular “Stars and Stripes Forever.” 

Only one bandmaster has ever been as popular as Sousa. 
He was the great P. S. Gilmore. So famous, indeed, was he 
that in 1872, at an enormous music benefit given for him in 
the Boston Coliseum, Europe as well as America did him 
honor. The band of the Grenadier Guards played a Grand 
Potpourri of Irish Melodies; the Garde republicaine band 
gave the Andante and Marche Nuptiale from Lohengrin, and 
the band of the Kaiser Franz Grenadier Regiment performed 
the Overture from Mendelssohn’s Athalie. More astonish- 
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ingly, there appeared among the band conductors of the great 
day: 


A man of low stature, dark complexion, large full 
head, broad shoulders, slender limbs, black hair reached 
back to his forehead, side whiskers that descend in heavy 
masses to the angles of the chin and moustache that con- 
nects the two as with an arch. He stood before us while 
leading the Grand Concert Waltz the very incarnation of 
musical genius. 

This musician was none other than Johann Strauss. 

The America of thirty years ago never tired of hearing 
Gilmore’s Band playing on the phonograph such favorites as : 

Bohemian Girl, Selections from 
Cavalleria rusticana. Intermezzo 
"Die Wacht am Rhein" 

“Nearer, My God, To Thee” (with cornet solo) 

“Rocked in the Cradle of the Deep” (with saxhorn solo) 
Tannhduser, Grand March from 
“The Vacant Chair” (trombone solo) 

William Tell, Overture to 

In 1905, the Civil War had been ended only forty years. 
Thousands of Union veterans, pensioned and reminiscent, 
were still alive. Gone With the Wind had not yet flickered in 
the mind of a little girl in Atlanta. The phonograph-record 
manufacturers of the times — all Yankees and not content to 
let bygones be bygones — fired one last shot at the dispersed 
Confederate ranks in a disk called “He Laid Away A Suit Of 
Gray To Wear The Union Blue.” (Hisses from Southern 
catalog customers.) But despite the laying away, the wearing 
of the blue and all that, the song writers of that day, like their 
fellows of the present, would have had to go to work if it had 
not been for sure-fire Dixie themes : Mammy and the Missis- 
sippi river ; magnolias and the Alabama moon ; the mocking- 
bird, listen to; ole Virginia and New Awleens, and the ever- 
reliable levee, horse-belly deep in nostalgia, guitar music, and 
starlight. 
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The levee is now a fifteen-hundred-mile-long rampart main- 
tained by an amiable government as background for local- 
color writers and as a rostrum from which guitar-strumming 
Negroes may explain (for the benefit of New York’s song 
writers) to passers-by, respectfully and in syncopated time, 
just why darkies were born. In 1905, too, its main purpose 
seems to have been to afford a place where happy blacks, but 
recently out of slavery, could celebrate their freedom by re- 
membering their slavery in song, and breaking into a sudden 
buck and wing whenever they saw their former Ole Massa 
come riding up to brood over his lost fortunes amid the dying 
rays of the setting sun. 

A whole group of records was called Negro Shouts; 

Songs with laughing and whistling choruses. A char- 
acteristic representation of the Alabama negro of the old 
slave days. 

Strangely, these records depicting the alleged happiness of 
the Negro in slavery were sold by thousands to Northern men 
and women who had fought to abolish slavery, and must have 
been played in many a parlor that contained a copy of Unde 
Tom's Cabin. 

The Negro, moreover, of the 1905 catalog was a negro. 
(The battle for the use of the capital “N” in the word Negro 
was still to be fought.) Frequently he was not even a negro 
but a ^'coon” or “darky.” Coon songs, so called, were extremely 
popular in the United States in 1905, and the catalog, faith- 
fully reflecting the tastes of the people, lists many favorites 
such as : 

“Coon, Coon, Coon (I Wish My Color Would Fade)” 
“Wouldn’t It Make You Hungry?” (plaintive coon song) 
“Every Morn I Bring Her Chicken” 

“My Starlight Queen” (the Rogers Brothers’ big coon 
song hit in their latest farce, In Harvard) 

Most of the coon, or Negro, songs of that period, like those 
of today, were distinctly false in their understanding of the 
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Negro whom they purported to picture, but the legend of the 
Negro — as opposed to his reality — will not die. A pragmatic 
country takes note of the fact that legends sell goods and serv- 
ices; facts molder on the shelves or are thrown into garbage 
cans to be picked up centuries later by historians. 

Extremely popular were “descriptive disks.” These— but let 
the catalog speak for itself ; 

“Clarence the Copper.” Clarence leaves his beat to call on 
his best girl. The sergeant appears and Clarence 
is transferred. 

“Flogging Scene from Uncle Tom's Cabin." With inci- 
dental music effects. 

“Leander and Lulu.” Leander attempts to propose while 
riding downtown on the elevated railway. Charlie 
Onthespot, his hated rival, is on the spot as usual. 

“Arkansaw Traveler.” Descriptive of a native sitting in 
front of his hut scraping his fiddle and answering the 
interruptions of the stranger with witty sallies. 
Record is full of jokes and laughter. 

“Blazing Rag Concert Hall.” Introducing the bouncer, 
the tipsy soubrette, the professor, and the fight — 
very realistic. 

“Night Alarm.” With all the familiar descriptive effects, 
representing a fire alarm at night — fire bells, cries, 
horses’ hoofs, winding of hose reel, whistle of 
engine, ending with firemen’s chorus. 

The farmers of 1905 — ^judging from the records they 
bought from the catalog — liked to laugh at themselves. They 
had not yet fallen into the decadence so eloquently reported 
by Variety in a recent headline: “HIX NIX STIX FIX.” 
Records about the sticks were good enough for those who 
lived in the sticks, and many a mail order contained a requisi- 
tion for one or more of “Uncle Josh Weathersby’s Laughing 
Stories.” The farmer who wanted to see himself as others saw 
him could choose from; 

“Uncle Josh on a Bicycle” 

“Uncle Josh in a Chinese Laundry” 

“Uncle Josh on a Fifth Avenue Bus” 
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“Uncle Josh on Jim Lawson’s Horse Trade” 

“Uncle Josh and the Lightning Rod Agent” 

“Political Meeting at Pumpkin Center” (introducing 
speech by Uncle Josh, national airs by county band 
and the Pumpkin Center Glee Club) 

Sears’ collection of records contained something to suit 
almost every taste, with the single proviso that that taste be 
“elegant and refined.” The risque song, the smutty joke, the 
double-entendre^ were ruled out. Fun had to be good and clean ; 
entei'tainment wholesome; amusement the kind you would nol 
mind telling your mother or sister about. All this, of course, 
for home consumption. What happened outside the home is 
another story. 

One of the oldest forms of the American theater — now 
dead — is the minstrel. In 1905, it was going strong. Its ritual 
was highly stylized, with blackface end men, elegant inter- 
locutor, white- voiced tenor, ballad-singing baritone, clog danc- 
ers, banjo, trumpet, and cornet soloists, tambourines, and 
jokes singularly free from smut. The minstrels traveled from 
town to town, usually giving a resplendent, high-stepping pa- 
rade up Main Street on the morning of the performance, and 
to hundreds of thousands of Americans, remote from the great 
cities, they brought gaiety, color, and music, and were corre- 
spondingly popular. The catalog lists: 

“An Evening with the Minstrels. This series of twelve 
records constitutes a complete minstrel performance. Each 
record, however, is complete in itself, and is entirely suitable 
to be purchased separately if desired.” 

Introductory Overture by the entire company. 

Our Land of Dreams, Ballad. Baritone solo by W. J. 
Myers, with chorus by entire company. 

End Man Stories by George Graham. 

End Man Song, “Pm a Nigger That’s Living High,” by 
Billy Golden. 

Jokes Between Interlocutor and End Man. 

I’m Wearing My Heart Away for You. Tenor solo by 
George J. Gaskin, with chorus by entire company. 
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Jokes Between Interlocutor and End Man. 

End Man Song, “My Friend from Home” (coon song), 
by Len Spencer, with chorus by entire company. Or- 
chestra accompaniment. 

Finale, “Black Hussars March.” Baritone solo by J. W. 

Myers, with chorus by entire company. 

Musical Specialty, by Albert Bodes. Trumpet solo. 

Monologue by George Graham. 

Banjo Solo, “Yankee Doodle,” by Vess L. Ossman, with 
orchestra accompaniment. 

“Vocal Solos with Piano Accompaniment” are endless. It is 
striking to observe how many of the phonograph records deal 
sentimentally and tearfully with old age, as contrasted with 
our own period in which persons over sixty try to keep them- 
selves young through the devices of the beauty parlor and the 
Florida sun, and achieve economic security through old-age 
pensions. And it is equally striking to note how many records 
of the earlier period display an almost morbid predilection 
toward death that is now found only in Negro spirituals and 
cowboy songs. Whether this indicates a decline in formal re- 
ligionism, churchgoing, and a belief in immortality, as com- 
pared with the early years of the century, with a consequent 
transference of interest to living in the present, is an interest- 
ing speculation. In any event, records such as these were 
popular in 1905 : 

The Mansion of Aching Hearts 

The Letter Edged in Black 

Safe in the Arms of Jesus 

Face to Face (with violin obbligato) 

Hello, Central; Give Me Heaven 
Rock of Ages 

The light touch was achieved in: 

Me Manus and the Parrot (comic Irish song) 

The Mother of the Girl I Love 
Whoa, Bill (a trombone extravaganza) 

If You Love Your Baby, Make the Goo-Goo Eyes 
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It Takes The Irish to Beat The Dutch 
The Village Choir (illustrating an amusing and charac- 
teristic country choir rehearsal. Imitation of four 
different voices. Baritone. ) 

You Didn’t Tell Me That Before We Married 
The Fatal Rose of Red 

I Like You, Lil, For Fair (tough song from Peggy from 
Paris) 

Meet Me in St. Louis, Louis 
Me Ginty at the Living Pictures 


Contemporary history was given a waxen immortality : 

Hymns and Prayer from the Funeral Service Over Presi- 
dent McKinley 

On Board the Oregon Before Santiago 

Bugle Call of the Rough Riders in Their Charge Up San 
Juan Hill 

Bugle Calls of the United States Army 

Millions of immigrants poured into the United States dur- 
ing the period 1870-1914, and the catalog of 1905, issued 
when the flood was at its tide, tells us that among its “Foreign 
selections are some splendid old German songs, weirdly sweet 
Hungarian music, Swedish and Norwegian airs that remind 
one of the far away Northland, vivacious French selections, 
comical Hebrew songs that make you laugh, patriotic Polish 
airs, harmonious Russian selections, beautiful Italian songs 
that carry one’s thoughts to the sunny Mediterranean, and 
Spanish love songs. 

“Understand, these are strictly high grade, first qualify, 
genuine, Columbia Records, just as good as any other records 
sold by any other dealer at 50 cents each. We are closing them 
out at 10 cents each.” 


Twilight of the Musician 

The decline in the sales and use of hand-played musical 
instruments from 1905 to 1935 may be easily traced in ten- 
year periods through the catalog, and, simultaneous with their 
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decline, the improvement of -the phonograph and the phe- 
nomenal rise of the radio. 

It is particularly saddening to students of the American 
home to note the extinction of the organ. A household pet and 
parlor ornament in thousands of homes shortly after the turn 
of the century, it was still extremely popular in 1915. But 
even then it was allotted but half the space given it in the cata- 
log of 1905. In the next decade a great revolution occurred. 
The United States went into the World War. Millions of men 
became soldiers and millions of women workers. The country 
was gripped for a while in a mad prosperity, until the terrify- 
ing deflation of 1920-21 ; women got the right to vote and to 
be equals of men (whatever that means) ; liquor went out and 
bootleggers came in; skirts began to go up and sexual stand- 
ards to go down, and in the midst of the uproar, the organ 
passed quietly from the scene like the last member of a dying 
species of birds tumbling unseen from the bough of a tree in 
a secret forest. The 1925 catalog does not list a single organ. 

The final ignominy to be heaped upon the corpse of a once 
noble instrument is that the 1925 catalog, which lists no or- 
gans, devotes a whole page to “Supertone Ukuleles” and 
“Banjo Ukes.” Mama playing “Just A Song At Twilight” on 
The Home Favorite, with the vox humana stop pulled all the 
way out, recedes into the mists and is succeeded by her rolled- 
stocking flapper daughter playing “Honolulu Bove” on a uku- 
lele in a parked car. 

Where are the Ysayes once so thick on the farms and in the 
little towns of America in 1905 ? Are their nimble hands catch- 
ing swiftly moving parts as they pass by on the assembly line? 
It took eleven pages to list the catalog’s violins in 1905 ; three 
pages in 1925, and only two in 1935. 

And the guitarists? Who shall say where they are gone? 
Once they walked the moonlight lanes of the country in gallant 
hosts, giving cry to love and beauty on guitars that illuminated 
six pages of the 1905 catalog. But their day was upon them al- 
though they knew it not. For by 1925, so decimated had their 
ranks become, they were represented by but one page, and 
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there they remain in 1935 clinging to the pale ghost of their 
once passionate life. 

Grievously thinned, too, are the ranks of those who plucked 
mandolins, strummed guitars, and played the Autoharp ; while 
the million hands that cupped a million harmonicas are 
shrunken to a pitiful few. 

But this story — being in part the story of a young and virile 
land that hates “sad” endings — is not entirely one of crushing 
defeat. Strange flowers blossom amid the ashes of the burning 
and of these the strangest is the accordion. In 1905, it was but 
a simple thing and relatively unadorned; the price for the 
finest model was only $11.65, and the instrument reflected the 
stolid simplicities of the gemutlich German craftsmen who 
made it. But both craftsmen and accordion were to pass 
through a flaming world before 1935 and neither thereafter 
would be the same. 

. In 1925, accordions were still “Made in Germany” but the 
price of the luxury model — $36.95 — ^was three times the price 
of the luxury model of 1905. Their virgin simplicity is now 
gone and the mark of Latin corruption is upon them in the 
legends, “Milan Organetto” and “Hohner Italian styles.” The 
soft South is conquering the hard North. 

The chrysalis was complete by 1935. The brown German 
worm is about to emerge as a multicolored Italian butterfly. 
We are now told that: 

“Italian accordions are famous the world over and Castel- 
fidardo where our G. Fidardo and S. Mariono accordions are 
made, produces the finest in all Italy.” And the finest of the 
fine was the “G. Fidardo Super De Luxe Professional.” This 
complicated engine of music, its “Celluloid Gallery Set With 
Rhinestones . . . responsive . . . flexible . . . from the merest 
whisper of sweet-toned harmony to the most intricate chro- 
matic runs and arpeggios, snapped out with the utmost 
brilliance and power,” was prominently displayed in the 1935 
catalog. Its price by comparison with the accordions of 1905 
is terrifying. It was $325. 
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Afternoon of the Faun 

Decade by decade, phonograph manufacturers, working in 
strange ways their mutations to perform, change the instru- 
ment while the catalog, chronicler as well as purveyor, records 
the changes. The flowering horns of the 1905 machine have 
vanished by 1915, but Sears’ models are still hand-cranked. 
The “descriptive records” dear to an earlier decade are gone, 
but Uncle Josh Weathersby is stronger than ever with a 
widened repertoire, and new dance music with strange names 
appears on the scene : the fox trot, one step, tango, hesitation, 
and waltz-canter. America has gone into a long afternoon of 
the faun. “Your library of music,” the catalog warns us, “is 
not complete until you have included some bright, catchy dance 
records. Our list has been carefully selected to cover all the 
modern dances; sparkling melodies which set even the non- 
dancer’s foot tap-tapping the floor, and which swing the dance 
lover off in a joyful whirl. Learn the new dance steps with 
the help of these wonderful records . . . they truly represent 
the spirit of the dance.” 

Calvin and Wesley tumble from their thrones in the farm 
and small-town homes, while cloven-footed Pan, piping madly 
to the spirit ditties of no tone, sets the churn to rattling and 
leads the farmer’s pretty daughter in the mazes of the fox trot. 

Music As You Go 

Before ten more years elapse, something new appears — the 
portable phonograph. America, for the first time since the 
founding of the republic, is confronted with the desperate 
problem of how to employ its leisure. The portable phonograph 
will be useful in fighting this demon. “It is suitable for the 
home,” we learn, “but so light and compact that it will furnish 
music anywhere.” Melody will follow it like the lamb that 
followed Mary. The 1925 catalog blossoms with table- and 
cabinet-model phonographs, some of which are “Louis the 
sixteenth period,” while “The Marquis” is a “modern and 
remarkably satisfactory combination of phonograph and 
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radio.” But this achievement would not have astonished the 
customer of 1905 half so much as the price of The Marquis — 
$195. 

No one seems to notice or care that dear old Uncle Josh, 
the rustic comedian of an earlier day, is now on his last legs. 
He is represented by but four records, and we know that his 
doom is approaching because it is no longer '‘Uncle Josh on a 
Bicycle” but “Uncle Josh Buys An Automobile.” He was a 
hard man to kill. 

, There are no more coon, or darky, songs by 1925. The negro 
of 1905 has not only become the Negro of 1925 but there are 
special “Race Records by Negro Artists.” 

Seeking perhaps to evoke again the spirit of a lost age of in- 
nocence, the catalog offers a number of “Little Tots’ Records, 
Songs, Games, Stories,” including the old favorites such as 
Jack and Jill, Old King Cole, and Simple Simon. But once 
these were tales told and jingles recited by mothers to children 
and by children themselves; now they are monotonously un- 
varying repetitions ground out by machine. 

An alien music creeps into the wreck of what was once the 
organ-sonorous parlor. Mingling with the sound of the wind 
in the corn are the soft ululations of Hawaiian stringed music. 
The beach at Waikiki stretches from Polynesia to thousands 
of American farms. 


The Machine Age of the Piano 

Although more than once threatened with almost complete 
extinction, pianos have managed to survive the years. It is 
true that their once glassy finish and baroque ornamentation 
have been stripped away in an age impatient of furniture 
frills, and some of them were submitted to the shame of having 
their interiors stuffed with machinery, but throughout they 
have manifested what is perhaps the highest genius of men 
or pianos: — the genius for survival. 

In 1915, two catalog pages announced The Improved 
Beckwith Player Piano Sold on Easy Payments. By 
comparison with its marvels, the wonder Mandolin Attach- 
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merit of 1905 seems grotesquely absurd, even if it took some 
knowledge of music to operate, for all that one needs now is 
electric current. The player piano, we are told, is A Beauti- 
ful Piece of Furniture — a Great Entertainer For 
Yourself and Friends — a Great Educator For Your 
Children — Sing, Dance and be Happy, All in Your Own 
Home. 

America has an avid and almost pathetic eagerness for 
education, and, by some strange and perhaps puritanical quirk 
of reasoning, many things which might logically be interpreted 
as fulfilling the high function of the pleasurable are labeled 
“educational.” Thus travel is educational ; lectures, the movies, 
museums, the radio, and the movies are educational. So, too, 
music. 

Music is not only educational but it is one of the “advan- 
tages” that can freely be offered children. America is a land 
filled with first-generation Americanized immigrants and 
older stock who were too busy or too poor to acquire “advan- 
tages” in their youth. But what Papa and Mama could not get 
they passionately want for their children. 

The next logical step, of course, is to make it easy for the 
children to acquire “advantages” by smoothing the rocky road 
to knowledge and enabling the young pilgrims to roll along it 
at sixty miles an hour. Tn the sphere of music the player piano 
will do the job neatly. The catalog tells us : 

“The Educational Influence of the Beckwith is keenly 
felt in the homes of all our customers, especially where there 
are children in the family, as they can play not only the popular 
songs and dances of the day, but can become familiar with the 
best compositions of all the different composers. This is an 
education in itself.” 

Even education and advantages have an economic aspect. 
The price of the Beckwith Player Piano with twenty rolls of 
music and silk-plush scarf is $397. But you can play while you 
pay. It is available for monthly payments of $8. 

Ten years later, in 1925, the catalog beseeches us in giant 
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print to Buy Direct From The Factory and Save 1/3. 
Piano prices rise again. They are higher than they were in 
1913, and light-years away from the prices of 1905 pianos. 
The cheapest nonmechanical instrument is $295. The highest 
is $549. The installment plan comes, however, to the rescue. 
One can buy a piano for “$10.00 with order, balance $8.00 a 
month.” Milton’s “LinkM sweetness long drawn out” is given 
a modern twist. 

At the same time, the catalog, wearily aware of the deca- 
dence of music in America, rouses itself to rout the forces of 
apathy and shake the nation out of its slumber. In one full 
page it begs Americans to: 

Learn to Play by Mail for Less Than 10?; a Lesson. 

“Hundreds of thousands of Sears customers have learned 
to play musical instruments this Ioav cost, easy way . . . and 
You can, too. Sears have made arrangements with the Na- 
tional Academy of Music in Chicago — most famous organiza- 
tion of its kind — to give the purchaser of a Sears instrument 
a Special 12-Lesson Course for $1, a fraction of the regular 
price.” 

Thirty years ago. Sears thought a music teacher about as 
necessary to music as the mumps to happiness. In that far day, 
before education and enlightenment struck their fangs into 
the nation’s jugular vein, all that a man needed to learn violin 
playing was a book of instructions. But now that we hear 
more music than ever over the radio and the phonograph, we 
are becoming tone-deaf and wooden-handed. Modern sissies 
evidently need the services of music teachers and Sears will 
provide them. 


There’s Money in Music 

The catalog, however, has no faith, in the hard-boiled, un- 
sentimental year 1935, in the value of music as an indispensa- 
ble part of a man’s or a nation’s culture. It makes no appeal 
for music playing as a source of personal happiness. It plainly 
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sees the ability to play a musical instrument as a ladder to 
success and success as fame and fame as dollars. 

This realistic point of view is extraordinarily illuminating. 
A favorite theme song of American historians and writers 
about America is that the hard-pressed pioneer hacking a home 
out of the wilderness had no time for the amenities; that a 
civilized culture derives in part from leisure; that when we 
have leisure we shall have a greater interest in the arts. Yet, 
so far as music is concerned, we have seen that more people 
played more instruments in the earlier years of the twentieth 
century than in the later years, and with the growth of leisure 
the capacity of the people for self-amusement seems to have 
diminished. This is not to deny that more people heard music 
via the radio in 1935 than in 1905, but this is comparable to 
the situation in college athletics in England and the United 
States. In England nearly all students play one game or an- 
other. Here thousands of students sit in stadiums and watch 
twenty-two star players perform. 

The catalog, however, bent upon increasing the sale of 
musical instruments, goes about it in a matter-of-fact way that 
will accomplish its purpose. It begins by the familiar and usu- 
ally successful tactic of you-can-do-what-others-have-done. In 
this case the others are Famous Radio Musicians — Ben 
Bernie, Abe Lyman, Fred Waring, Wayne King, Ted Weems 
— all of them looking happy and prosperous as they garland 
the catalog page. They look immortal enough in the arrogance 
of their youth, but the catalog which has seen men and things 
come and go, and which, like Pater’s Mona Lisa, has “traf- 
ficked for strange webs with Eastern merchants,” knows that 
all must pass and knowing, asks: 

Will Your Children Take Their Places? 

“New stars must be made to shine on when these sterling 
maestros have retired. That is where your children should 
come in.” Music is not the pullulating moon shining on the 
cobweb roofs of an insubstantial world. Music is real and 
earnest and “full of opportunities ... it offers Big Money, 
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Fame, Education, Travel, Popularity, Business and Social 
Prestige — a thousand advantages not offered by any other 
profession.” 

This is a vision alluring enough, it would seem, to bring 
all the youth of the land a-running to learn music but the 
catalog breathes life into it and makes it talk with the tongues 
of angels and — of cash : 

$25,000 to $100,000 a Year 

And More Made by Many Musicians. 

There’s Big Money in Music . . . and more musicians 
are needed than ever before. Just think — many musicians 
are making $25,000 to $100,000 a year! 

And then follows a sentence profoundly revelatory of the 
processes of our national life. A young man aspiring to be a 
professional musician might once have been laughed out of 
court by his parents as a silly dreamer, or have run the risk of 
having his sexual virility called into question by his friends. 
But that day is gone. If he should now tell Mama and Papa he 
would like to be a cornettist, pointing out that Ben Bernie and 
Ignace Paderewski earn ‘Trom $25,000 to $100,000 a year,” 
in all probability he would get the parental blessing and a bus 
ticket to the nearest conservatory. Music lies no longer in the 
sphere of the mere ornamentally cultural. It is business and 
big business at that. And the catalog, a Chicago Confucius, 
points the moral : 

“Why that’s more than- the presidents, of many big cor- 
porations earn. Many of these Big Money Makers come 
from the farms and small towns . . . lived in modest homes 
. . . never had a personal teacher. They realized the Value of 
Music ... its possibilities ... its popularity.” 

It is to be hoped that many young Americans will join 
bands and while seeing the world grow rich, famous, and 
wallow in popularity. And certainly all earnest men will de- 
sire that they stand ready to pick up the batons that must 
some day fall from the magic-making hands of Kyser and 
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Bernie and Waring. For where there are no maestros the 
people perish. 


Number of Catalog Pages by Decades Devoted 
TO Musical Instruments 

1905 1915 1925 1935 

60 27 12 8 
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Often I find myself wishing that Signor Marconi 
Had become a vendor of spumoni 
And that Nikola Tesla 
Had decided to he a wrestler 
Or that both of them had opened a beauty shop 
and experimented with hair-waves 
Instead of fooling around with air-waves 
B%it they had to he so ingenious and tireless 
That they wo^ind up by inventing the wireless. 

Here's a good rule of thumb: 

T 00 clever is ditmb. 

T hese eloquent words of Ogden Nash in his Happy Days 
wring a hearty amen from manufacturers of musical 
instruments whose business was so cruelly mangled by the 
invention that stemmed from Signor Marconi’s wireless. It 
was primarily the radio that rotten-egged Apollo out of the 
American home, and so swift was its rise that the dazed god 
barely had time to pull his bespattered robes around him and 
make an escape ungodly in its haste. Telephony by Hertzian 
waves — the thing we call radio — ^was first achieved by Fessen- 
den in 1900; on Christmas Eve of 1906, he broadcast music, 
and the next year, speech over a distance of 200 miles. De 
Forest at the same time broadcast Caruso singing, and the 
music of the telharmonium. But although Fessenden discussed 
the uses of point-to-point wireless telephony, he did not men- 
tion broadcasting, and nobody seems to have thought much 
about it until the opening of the first broadcast station — 
Pittsburgh’s KDKA — in 1920 by Westinghouse. Only two 
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years later, however, the Secretary of Commerce released this 
statement : 

The Department estimates that today over 600,000 per- 
sons possess wireless telephone receiving sets, whereas 
there were only 50,000 such sets a year ago. 

Sears’ interest in radio jumped from listing the primitive 
earphone apparatus in its catalog of 1920 to owning its own 
radio station, WLS, in 1923. By 1925, “Popular demand has 
made expansion necessary and today finds WLS a supersta- 
tion of 5,000 watts which can be heard in all parts of the 
country.” The station had three studios and a number of 
groups organized by it : the R.F.D. Club, The Little Brown 
Church, The Homemaker’s Club, and so on. It was bringing 
not only music and other entertainment to the farm but also 
money-making information. 

“My Radio Has Made Me $500.00, says Lee Mosher of 
De Kalb, Illinois. Mr. Mosher said so himself in a letter to 
W-L-S. His actual additional profits in one year, because he 
was a radio owner, was over $500 in the marketing of his 
live stock.” 

So enthusiastic in 1925 were farmers over the profits and 
potentialities of radio that it seemed almost the final solution 
of the eternal farm problem and the happy transfiguration into 
a contented citizen of The Man with the Woe. Farmers 
wrote to WLS and the catalog repeats their words. “Otto H. 
Nan, Hillsboro, Iowa, tells of profits that paid for his five-tube 
radio set more than twice; W. H. Hedstrom, Victoria, Illinois, 
of $110 more on one shipment of hogs because radio told him 
when to market. Donald P. Zellars, Season, Illinois, says: 
'Last Fall I heeded your advice regarding picking seed corn 
just before the first cold snap. That sure was a money-saving 
bit of information.’ ” 

A new day had come to the farm and the farmer. All he had 
to do then was to sit before the radio and wait until a far-off 
friendly expert told him when to send his pigs to market or 
crate his string beans. Nobody seemed to realize that all farm- 

—45 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


ers would be listening at the same time and consequently all 
would ship to market simultaneously with disastrous effects 
on prices; that farmers cannot market at their own sweet 
will, because many products are perishable and others must 
be sold when money is needed, and, finally, that the farmer’s 
woes came as much from the high prices he paid for mer- 
chandise as from the low prices he received for farm prod- 
ucts. 

The farmer, nonetheless, has never lacked friends full of 
advice about the beauties of farm life and admonitions that 
he remain on the land. “The farmer,” they say, “can’t starve. 
His children get plenty of fresh air plus rhubarb and whey in 
season. He can’t be fired because he’s his own boss. And farm 
life is beautiful. Think of Autumn. Shocks of golden wheat 
and heaps of golden pumpkins; pools of maple syrup; hams 
and bacon in the smokehouse; apples and potatoes in the 
cellar; a roaring wood fire in the grate; fat cows munching 
sweet hay and dripping cream while they munch, and nowa- 
days a radio in the parlor, movies in the near-by town, and 
a Ford in the stable,” 

But the farmer seems strangely untouched by the Phyllis 
and Corydon raptures of country life as imagined by his city 
friends. As stubborn as one of his own mules, he continues 
to leave the pastures for the pavements. In 1900, the rural 
population made up 57.4 per cent of the total population of 
this country. Twenty years later, the phlegmatic Bureau of 
the Census announced that a stupendous revolution had 
quietly occurred in America. For the first time since the found- 
ing of the republic, so many farm boys and girls had dropped 
the hoe and the milk pail for the assembly line and the business 
machine that the rural population was less than the urban 
population, or 48.6 per cent of the total. In that year, station 
KDEA. of Pittsburgh was opened. 

The coming of the radio moved some of our profound urban 
thinkers to the belief that it would keep the farmer walking 
the straight and narrow turnrow behind old Beck. In 1925, 
General Harbord, then president of the Radio Corporation of 
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America, and a onetime farm boy himself, told the Advertis- 
ing Club of New York (most of whose members had come 
from farms or small towns) just why the radio would make 
the farmer love the land described in his mortgage. 

“It has not been the physical hardships,” he said, “but the 
dullness of life, the utter monotony and lack of recreation that 
have caused the farm boy or girl, as well as the paid farm 
laborer, to desert the old farm and seek the city. Through 
radio the farmer receives the advice of agricultural authori- 
ties. . . . The great men of the nation, the President himself, 
will speak in the farmer’s home.” 

By 1933, the President was speaking in the farmers’ homes. 
He did not beg them to stay on the land. He merely told them 
that he would help them keep their farms — ^which they were 
doing by waving shotguns in the faces of mortgage-foreclos- 
ing sheriffs. 

But to go back to 1925. “In the long run,” continued the 
prescient General, “perhaps the greatest utility of radio to the 
farmer is in tying in with the extension work of agricultural 
schools. ... It will enable the college student whose course 
has often been interrupted to continue it, often with the same 
instructors.” 

Scientific education, in fifteen-minute courses, taken three 
times a week while seated in your own rocker, is not enough 
to keep the farmer contented. The heart of the farm problem, 
according to the General, was lack of entertainment — ^not cash 
— on the farm. Consequently, he added: 

'“Of all that may be said of radio the best is that it will 
tend to keep the young people on the farm. There is the true 
independence of the American sovereign. Entertainment, cul- 
ture and the throbbing life of the metropolis, carried to the 
farm by radio . . . will sustain that class which is the very 
backbone of our national existence.” 

After the pronouncement of this sonorous peroration, the 
General sat down to applause. Even the hard-boiled members 
of the Advertising Club of New York, who appraise families 
in terms of purchasing power and sales resistance, must have 
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been moved by his tribute to the “American sovereign.” From 
the Declaration of Independence to the Emancipation Procla- 
mation, and from the Emancipation Proclamation to the 
Sherman Antitrust Act (which was the result in large part 
of farmers’ complaints against monopoly), the independent, 
noble, conservative, hard-working farmer, sending his wheat 
to town and buying shoes in exchange, has been regarded as 
the ideal American. One hundred years ago in the play Fash- 
ion, a song was sung which characterized this feeling : 

Let sailors sing of ocean deep, 

Let soldiers praise their armor. 

But in my heart this toast Fll keep — 

The Independent Farmer. 

He cares not how the tvorld may move, 

No doubts or fears confound him. 

His little flock is linked in love 
As household angels round him. 

The gray old barn whose doors enfold 
His ample store in me aspire 

More rich than heaps of hoarded gold, 

A precious blessed treasure. 

Chorus : 

He loves his country and his friends. 

His honesty's his armor. 

He's Nature's nobleman in life — 

The Independent Farmer. 

He is Nature's nobleman in life. 

The Independent Farmer. 

Another oracle of the early days of radio, and a friend to 
Nature’s nobleman, was Mr. M. H. Aylesworth. In 1927, as 
president of the National Broadcasting Corporation, he of- 
fered his company’s services in keeping the Independent 
Farmer on his mortgaged and eroded throne. “The NBC,” 
said Mr. Aylesworth, “proposes to make an intensive study 
of the farmer’s needs in so far as broadcasting service is con- 
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cerned. To the city dweller radio may be almost wholly an 
entertainment feature. ... To the farmer, however, radio is 
both a vital service to the home and the farming industry.” 
Then the NBC inaugurated the Farmer’s Network and set 
out to teach the farmer how to farm and at the same time 
amuse him with songs and jokes. This was undoubtedly an 
improvement over the crude days of 1900, when, as two radio 
enthusiasts tell us, “they [fai'mers] used to play a wheezy 
old organ or drive 18 miles to a camp meeting to participate 
in the singing.” 

It was estimated that, in 1931, nearly 16 million American 
families owned receiving sets valued at over $300,000,000. It 
will be illuminating then to review an actual broadcast of 1931 
and see how radio was fulfilling General Harbord’s prophecy 
that it would bring the “throbbing life of the metropolis to 
the farm,” and render, in Mr. Aylesworth’s sparkling phrase, 
“a vital service to the home.” 

MAXWELL HOUSE PROGRAM 

9:30-10 p.M. Thursday 

April 30, 1931 

Announcer : Ladies and gentlemen — Maxwell House 
Coffee — “Good to the Last Drop.” ... If your taste 
is attuned to modern luxury, you, also, will find com- 
plete satisfaction in Maxwell House Coffee. 

(There is some doubt whether the taste of the farmer 
in 1931 was attuned to “modern luxury.” In 1929 — ^the 
year of our great prosperity — ^huge percentages of Ameri- 
can farm homes lacked electric lights, bathtubs, and run- 
ning water. These deficiencies were to be compensated for, 
however, by radio music piped into the farmhouse.) 
Announcer : Tonight we present not only a distinguished 
artist . . . but also . . . the beloved “Old Colonel” of Max- 
well House Fame. Anna Case . . . will sing for you im- 
mediately after our first orchestral program. . . . How 
many thousands of you have reveled in the beauty of her 
voice, in opera and concert ! 

(There is some question about the number of thousands 
who “reveled in the beauty of her voice, in opera and con- 
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certs.” It seems that too many millions of Americans 
were too busy scratching for a living to have much time 
for reveling at the opera. In 1929, when nearly every- 
body was either in Paris or playing polo at Aiken, one 
sixth of all nonfarm families spent $350 a year — ^less 
than $1 a day for food. The income of 72 per cent of the 
same families was under $2,500 a year.) 

Announcer : Again we present . . . Anna Case. . . . 
She weaves a spell of mystic charm in a composition by 
Pearl Curran. ... 

(Things now begin to move fast. Time is money on the 
radio. Music, song, and even* Miss Case have to shuffle 
off the stage. They are, in fact, but a hasty prelude to the 
great event of the evening that is about to occur : the un- 
veiling of an electric sign in New York. A ray of light 
that left Aldebaran on the day that Pontius Pilate was ap- 
pointed Procurator of Judea will reach the earth tonight 
only to be ingloriously outshone by a sign blazing above 
Broadway. Progress, here we come ! ) 

Announcer : Tonight Maxwell House Coffee liter- 
ally brings a new light to American skies. \_Oh, say can 
you seef] Within a few minutes a dazzling electrical 
spectacle will spring to life in the heart of New York. . . . 
It is fitting that this great beacon of friendship should be 
dedicated by the gentleman who first gave us Maxwell 
House Coffee. Millions know him affectionately as 
“The Old Colonel,” the living spirit of those gracious 
days of the South where Maxwell House was born. . . . 
Permit us to present Joel Cheek, Maxwell’s famous 
“Old Colonel,” who will address you from . . . Nashville, 
Tennessee. 

(Here we note history in the making and the transfor- 
mation of a legend. Southern colonels in fact and fiction 
have performed strange wonders. Some of them have 
even been accused of being “lit up like an electric sign.” 
This seems, however, to be the first time that a colonel 
has lighted a sign. The colonel of legend, too, sat on the 
veranda of his white-columned home sipping mint juleps 
and mowing down regiments of Yankees, suh, as he 
sipped. Now he craves coffee. Whether this indicates that 
the South has progressed or retrograded is a matter of 
speculation. ) 

Colonel Cheek’s Address : ... In a moment I shall 
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give a signal . . . and far away in New York a bright mes- 
sage will flash from the skies. ... I would like to think 
of this bright display as an emblem of hospitality. . . . 

I hope it will always be that to you and that the coffee it 
represents will always bring you contentment and comfort. 
Thank you — God Bless You All and Good Night. 

( Southern hospitality is keeping pace with the country. 
It is now on a mass-production basis. Contrast this with 
the puny methods of the old days. “My friends,” said 
Colonel McCrea of Kentucky in 1871, “I’m opposed to a 
hotel going up in this town. If a man gets off a train and 
he is a gentleman he will be welcome in my home. If he 
isn’t a gentleman we don’t want him stopping here.”) 
Announcer: And now you are to hear a description of 
New York’s newest wonder. ... We turn you over to 
Graham McNamee in Times Square. 

(The long-promised “throbbing heart of the me- 
tropolis” is at last to be brought into the farm home and 
laid on the parlor table. Left ventricle and right, aorta, 
capillaries, and pulsing blood, it will be poetically de- 
scribed by Graham McNamee as he stands, a radio Fran- 
cois Villon, in the gutters of Broadway.) 

Graham McNamee : . . . They tell me this is the biggest 
electric display on Broadway — and that’s easy to believe, 
too. [/» the excitement Mr. McNcumee seems to have 
lost his usual attitude of scientific skepticism.^ . . . Takes 
enough current to light up two thousand ordinary homes. 

. . . All this huge river of people ... it looks as if every 
blessed one of them is going to spend the evening gazing 
at this electric display. {Electric signs are the opium of 
the people. . . . More than a million people a day will see 
this new Maxwell House Sign. [Even the Praxitelean 
Hermes did not draw a fraction of this number.'] . . . 
It’s worth staying here to see — 3. better show [folksy 
touch] than some of the best fires we’ve had here lately. 

(This was a valuable contribution to the solving of the 
farm problem. The temptation to farmers sitting in 
homes without electric light must have been great to move 
to cities where one electric sign required “as much cur- 
rent as two thousand ordinary homes.” The removal of 
farmers from the farms would automatically solve the 
farm problem.) 

... It fairly dazzles you — ^in addition to seven thou- 
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sand electric lights . . . there’s three huge flashlights play- 
ing on the sign. . . . {Progress again. All the light that 
Paul Revere had with which to save a country was a 
lantern.] 

What a crowd there is in Times Square tonight. 
[Waiting for Steel common to touch 200 once more.] 
Well, I suppose this will go on every night now. . . . 
This is Graham McNamee speaking and returning you to 
your studio. . . . 


The Well-Educated Farmer 

In 1930, the farmer — according to sellers of radio equip- 
ment and radio time — had become a changed man. It was the 
radio that had changed him. Mr. Alfred N. Goldsmith and 
Mr. Austin C. Lescarboura tell us of the new farmer in This 
Thing Called Broadcasting: 

He [the farmer] makes more money and has more 
leisure to spend it. The news of the world and its enter- 
tainment is his for the turning of a knob. Business-like, 
well-informed, educated, the farmer of 1930 comes to 
town to attend the conference of grain growers. He at- 
tends the concert by the same orchestra that he hears 
weekly in his home. . . . He stays at the foremost hotels, 
listening while at dinner to the same fine orchestras that 
broadcast daily. He talks of the stock market, discusses 
the grain exports for the coming year, the latest develop- 
ments in farm machinery. . . . 

And now, as the farmer walks down the street of the 
city, smooth-shaven, neatly dressed, self-possessed — no- 
body turns to stare. He is no different from anyone else. 

His hands are clean. The style of his clothes is no differ- 
ent from that of the city. . . . His broad interests, his 
business acumen and knowledge, his wealth, his educa- 
tion, make him no longer a Rube but a man of the world. 

... No longer is the farmer a man apart. Due in part to 
the automobile and the movie, due as much to the wide- 
spread influence of radio ... he is truly a citizen of the 
world. 


But this is not all. It appears that the American farmer has 
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been so transformed by the automobile, the movies, and the 
radio that : 

( 1 ) “The farmer makes more money and has more leisure 
to spend it.” Consequently, a farmer who rides in to Evansville 
to see Hoot Gibson in a horse opera and comes back home to 
listen to a Wheatena broadcast will make bigger crops and 
sell them for more money than if he did not possess these 
soil-building, crop-making, marketing agencies. Leisure, we 
learn, is not something to be pleasurably employed in making 
love, growing guppies, or playing pool. It is a device to enable 
a man to spend more money. The first duty of the citizen is to 
be a Good Consumer. 

“Unless you become a good consumer,” wrote an American 
to a Russian cmigrce resident in New York, “you will be told 
to go back to Russia, because the first duty of a good Ameri- 
can ... is to consume even unto death. You must spend your 
days consuming: buying clothes, getting your hair waved, 
sending flowers and books (if you haven’t a friend who likes 
flowers and books, the florists will provide one anywhere in 
the United States), exchanging the old radio for a new one, 
drinking milk to reduce, and drinking more milk to fatten. In 
your leisure moments you may play bridge, ski, travel, skate, 
go to the six-day bicycle races ... or take a metabolism test. 
At night . . . you may relax. Then all you have to do is go to 
the theater or the movies. The movies are our third largest 
industry and you couldn’t let them down. While you consume 
for Shirley Temple by Eastern standard time, she sleeps ; but 
when you sleep she awakens and consumes for you by Pacific 
time. Thus, like the True Church, you ‘sleep and graze at 
once.’ . . . And what’s the result? The highest standard of 
living in the world !” 

(2) By some undisclosed miracle — the internal evidence 
points to the radio — the farmer in 1930 had become “business- 
like, well-informed, and educated.” Let’s see. The South is 
the most predominantly agricultural section of the country. 
What miracle had been achieved in Dixie? 

In 1929, the per capita of retail sales in the South was 
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$245. In the rest of the country where there were fewer farm- 
ers and more industrialists, the per capita of retail sales was 
almost twice as great, or $445. 

Let’s look at the state of Mississippi. It is 83 per cent agri- 
cultural. Presumably it reeked with well-to-do, educated farm- 
ers. What is the fact? In 1932, this whole state, with a popula- 
tion of two millions, paid in individual federal income taxes 
the prodigious sum of $134,000. This was less than the tax 
paid by some individuals elsewhere. 

Suppose we extend the inquiry to the ten great cotton states. 
In 1932, they paid in individual federal income taxes about 
$17,000,000. The New England states at the same time paid 
$30,000,000. This section lets the other fellow grow cotton 
and corn. It is content to run punch presses and lathes. 

And education. These are the figures of Southern illiteracy. 
(An illiterate is defined as a person of ten years of age or over 
who cannot write in any language. ) 


South Carolina 

Louisiana 

Mississippi 

Alabama 

North Carolina. . . 

Georgia 

Tennessee 

Texas 


14.9 per cent 

13.5 “■ “ 
13.1 “ “ 

12.6 “ “ 
10.0 “ “ 
9.4 “ “ 
7.2 “ “ 
6.8 “ “ 


The average rate of illiteracy in 1930 for the country as a 
whole was 4.3 per cent. This was exceeded in every one of the 
cotton states, and sometimes doubled and tripled. 

(3) What does the “smooth-shaven, neatly dressed, self- 
possessed farmer” do when he goes to the city? He certainly 
does not go to town for so vulgar a reason as to pick up a good 
brood sow at a stock show or sell a dozen calves with which to 
pay taxes or the installment on a tractor. Far from it. “He 
attends the concert by the same orchestra that he hears weekly 
in his home.” We can see him taking a small suite in the Hotel 
Blackstone in Chicago and finding out what orchestra is play- 
ing that night at Symphony Hall. At the concert when he 
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hears Debussy’s UApres-midi d’un faune, he chuckles with 
delight. It is as familiar to him— via the radio— as the wrin- 
kles on the teats of Nellie, the brindle-brown cow that he has 
been milking twice daily for five years. But the composition 
that really floors him is Stravinsky’s L’Oiseau de feu. The 
Clicquot Club Eskimos played it last fall when he and the 
boys were shucking corn, and that little old radio they had 
hooked up in the corncrib certainly did make time pass fast. 

The next morning, our well-educated, well-informed farmer 
does not go out to the stockyards or even try to sell the 480 
bushels of wheat that he has at home. He attends a “grain 
conference.” There he makes a speech. “Gentlemen,” he says, 
“I see that there is a deficiency of moisture in the Southern 
Hemisphere. The Russian kulaks are rebelling against the 
collective economy of Stalin and are sabotaging their wheat 
areas. The seeded area in Australia is the smallest since 1903. 
It appears that the wheat surplus, not counting tonnage afloat 
and in secondary hands, will be less than eighty million bushels 
while the conversion rate of haikwan taels into Danubian cur- 
rencies is so unfavorable as to prohibit exports from Asia to 
that section. I’m willing, therefore, to hold my four hundred 
and eighty bushels if you gentlemen will hold yours.” 

The group of well-educated farmers, whom the radio has 
instructed, heartily applaud. Our farmer stays in Chicago a 
few days more to brush up on his music, but takes the pre- 
caution after leaving the grain conference to wire his daugh- 
ter in West Branch, Iowa, to be sure and set those hen eggs 
he left in the cellar. 

Thus does radio realize the prophecies made for it by Gen- 
eral Harbord and Mr. Aylesworth as an agency that will 
transform the farmer. The prophecy in short — noting the 
high civilization, happiness, and prosperity of our cities — that 
it will make him indistinguishable from city folk. 

The farmer, meanwhile, was doing that himself by going to 
the city where he would be nearer the broadcasting stations 
and get culture hot off the griddle. By 1930, the rural popula- 
tion had slumped to 43.8 per cent of the total population. 
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Women also will be benefited by radio, we are told by 
Messrs. Goldsmith and Lescarboura. The country will soon 
glitter with the radio-inspired conversations of salons con- 
ducted by millions of Madames de Stael. And their language 
will be French. This is how it is done without benefit of 
mirrors, according to these gentlemen of the radio industry: 

“The most hard-working woman, spending her day over 
the tubs and the kitchen sink (though most of them have been 
taught by radio to accept the economies of the electric washer 
and the automatic cooker) has now a chance to catch up with 
the events of the world. Turning on the radio while she irons 
the sheets or boils the potatoes she learns French by air, 
brushes up her games, listens to the same concert or recital as 
her once more fortunate sister who is free from household 
duties, and in a dozen other ways relaxes, learns, broadens the 
scope of her activities and interests.” 

The radio, it seems, is capable not only of cultural and eco- 
nomic miracles but also biological miracles. It will, according 
to our expert informants, raise the birth rate. Give a woman 
a radio, they say, and she will give you back children. There 
is some subtle affinity between Fallopian and neutrodyne tubes. 

“Of recent years,” we learn, “the modern girl, longing for 
the luxuries of single life, or a childless home, fearing the 
burdens and drudgeries of home making has approved a 
marked lowering of the birth rate. Unfortunately, most of 
these women were of the wealthy class, who could best afford 
to rear a family. But they knew nothing of housekeeping, 
cared less, and felt they would be cut off from the many ac- 
tivities to which they were accustomed. Now it is largely 
changed. Anyone can learn to keep house by radio; doing so 
has become a fascinating endeavor; it no longer means the 
foregoing of all the interests and pleasures of pre-marital days. 
Realizing this, thoughtful women are considering marriage, 
the bearing of children, and the maintaining of a home as less 
a step to obscurity and drudgery than ever before.” 

With the realization then on the part of the American peo- 
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pie that the radio will amuse, educate, and content them ; that 
it will induce marriage and a higher birth rate; teach French 
and warn of approaching grasshoppers; we may see what 
kind of machines were offered by the catalog to serve these 
high purposes. 

The radios of 1925 were marked by two features: high 
price and low receiving power. The radio user of that day was 
enchanted, not by the quality of the programs he heard, but 
by the distance from which they came to him. And manu- 
facturers and distributors of radio described their machines 
in terms of spatial allure. Thus, “The W-L-S Neutrodyne 



They Used to Sit up 
All Night Trying to 
Get San Francisco 
with Sets Like This 


Enables You to Easily and Quickly Locate Distant 
Stations. One thousand miles and over is common on the 
loud speaker under favorable atmospheric conditions.* On the 
headphones, under the right conditions, coast-to-coast recep- 
tion is possible.” 

The lowest-price storage-battery radio sold for $65. The 
highest-price machine sold for $150. 

The catalog listed pages of radio accessories . such things 
as loud-speakers, headphones, phonograph units, ear pads, bat- 
teries, and dry cells. 

In 1925, thousands of men built their own radios and bears 
supplied the makings. “Enjoy the fun of building and save 
the cost of construction,” the catalog tells us. “Every problem 
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has been worked out in our laboratories and the parts tested 
to insure success.” 

Men were proud of their accomplishment in hearing dis- 
tant stations over the radio, and it was a common boast in 
1925 to say “I got Chicago at three o’clock this morning, and 



that’s going some because it’s thirteen hundred miles from 
here.” Sears provided a method to keep the record clear and 
permanent in a “Broadcasting Station Stamp Album. A con- 
venient, permanent and authentic means of recording the sta- 
tions you hear. . . . Contains a complete list of stations and a 
convenient log. Price $1.49.” 
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The catalog also made it easy for radio fans to say what 
they felt through the use of Radioplause Cards. “Express 
your appreciation of the programs you hear. Every station 
wants your comments. Package of 24 cards for 25?;.” 

Europe Comes Into the Parlor 

The years 1935-36 were ones of political convulsion 
throughout the world. Germany, Italy, and Japan were on the 
march. So far had the radio advanced since 1925 that now a 
farmer home from a day in the fields, by turning the dial of 
his “Silvertone AC Electric Radio,” could, through its “amaz- 
ing reception of foreign programs,” hear Big Ben tolling in 
London, Hitler screaming in Berlin, or Mussolini bellowing 
in Rome. 

Radio turned overseas in 1935. “One of the most marvelous 
developments in Radio,” says the catalog, “is Foreign Recep- 
tion. Think of jumping oceans, mountains and prairies and 
listening to new music, new speeches, etc. in the most inter- 
esting and distinctive manner of that particular country, 
whether in Europe or South America.” Enthusiastic custom- 
ers write Sears to tell how pleased they are that the world 
now comes into their parlors. 

“I am extremely pleased with my All-Wave Silvertone,” 
says Mr. Fred Weaver of Mattoon, Illinois. “On rhy old radio 
I was limited to the central states. Now I listen easily to Ger- 
man, French, English, and South American stations. It is the 
greatest of modern thrills. . . .” 

By the autumn of 1939,- Americans were listening in on the 
second world war, and in order that no broadcast words from 
Europe might be lost in his town, a radio-service dealer of the 
Middle West ran the following advertisement in his local 
newspaper : 

“Hitler sounds like the devil, we admit. But we can fix your 
radio so that you can hear just what he is saying.” 

Millions of radio sets are now in American homes, and they 
are regarded as being almost as essential as beds. Mass pro- 
duction has sharply reduced prices. In 1935, they were less 
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than half the prices of 1925. And men were no longer build- 
ing their own sets. Radio construction materials have van- 
ished from the catalog. 



Radio Progress — 
This Machine Will 
Bring Hitler into 
Your Own Home 
for a Fireside Spat 


^'Inventions enter the world like new-born babes,” wrote 
R. M. Mclver in the University of Toronto Quarterly. “Their 
power to change the modes of life and thoughts of men does 
not appear until they are grown up.” 

Radio has grown up but it is still growing. Its powers for 
good and evil are prodigious. It is now. standard equipment in 
millions of farm homes. And there can be little doubt that 
many sets have been pai-^ for out of the proceeds of Federal 
agricultural subsidies which reflect the failure of agriculture 
that farmers were once told the radio would go far to prevent. 
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T he stereoscope, through which one could look at colored 
cards depicting the buildings of the St. Louis Exposi- 
tion, American battleships, or the life of Christ, was essen- 
tial to the parlor of 1905. It was an instrument low in price 
— Sears sold the simplest model for twelve cents — it could 
be used by a child or an adult, and continuous production of 
cards to be employed with it brought within the ken of the 
1905 home something of the color, variety, and excitement of 
the remote outside world. The family might gather around 
the table on Sabbath evenings to look through the stereoscope 
at the “Life of Christ Set. Twelve splendid views portraying 
in the most vivid manner the story of our Savior’s life before 
and after cucifixion (plain 48^, colored 60?J).” Or the patri- 
otic father, at that time so soon after the Spanish-American 
War, might show his children “Battleships, a very popular 
series consisting of a fine collection of views of the battle- 
ships of our navy,” accompanying the pictures with a run- 
ning recital of the prowess of our navy and omitting the un- 
patriotic detail that the ships missed ninety-eight per cent of 
the shots fired at the enemy’s vessels in Manila Bay. 

The stereoscope, in brief, was a cheap, flexible, useful in- 
strument which provided pleasure and amusement for thou- 
sands of American homes in the preautomobile and preradio- 
moving-picture days. It was listed at prices ranging from 
twelve cents for a stereoscope made of wood and strawboard 
to “our imported graphoscope at $3.10,” an imposing-looking 
machine with batteries of mirrors. 
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Through the Stereoscope 

The catalog offers ‘TOO comic views for 85 and in this 
instance, as in so many others, is at pains to assure the pros- 
pective customer that his purity will not be sullied by what 
he sees. 



A Parlor Pet and 
Picture Show 
of 1905 


. . There is not a vulgar picture in the entire set, not a 
picture to which .the most refined could possibly object. . . . 
Everybody likes a good laugh and every picture in this set is 
good for one, big, hearty laugh. Laughable kissing and hug- 
ging scenes, humorous scenes of domestic tribulations, amus- 
ing bathing scenes, photographs of childish occupations. . . 

But living is not all laughter; then, as now, it was, in part; 
“educational and cultural.” Hence the “Foreign Picturesque'" 
series of cards, “illustrating the most beautiful and striking 
scenery and points of interest throughout Europe (per dozen, 
all different 36^)”; the “Ruins and Antiquities” series, anc 
“Views in Sweden.” 

Coming Events 

The same pages which describe Sears’ stereoscopes list a 
more sophisticated instrument which in many a darkened 
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parlor of the 1900’s cast that strange thrill which was soon to 
merge into the greater, universally experienced thrill of the 
moving pictures. This was the Magic Lantern. A magic lan- 
tern, a darkened room, a suspended sheet, a few slides, and 
an earlier generation was ready for an exciting evening at 
home. 

The catalog rarely departs from its function of selling 
goods. It seldom lectures or philosophizes or talks out of the 
corner of its mouth merely to be sociable. Its business is to get 
business and, in so doing, it must sometimes seize upon what 
it deems to be characteristics of American behavior, manners, 
morals, desires, or ambitions, and exploit them to sell goods. 
In the specific instance it calls upon the desire to make money 
in selling an instrument designed to give pleasure ; 

“The young people not only derive great pleasure from giv- 
ing Magic Lantern Exhibitions, but the business training 
which they gain in all the various details connected with the 
management of an entertainment, putting up advertising post- 
ers, selling tickets, etc., gives them ideas of the rudiments of 
money making which starts them on the highway to business 
success. . . .” 

Thus Junior, by saving as little as 59 cents, or as much as 
$5.80, and buying a magic lantern, could at the same time 
amuse himself and his friends and “acquire the rudiments of 
money making.” This is literally learning to lisp in numbers, 
but the catalog is not responsible for the business precocity of 
the nation’s youngsters or the anxiety of parents to foster it. 
It merely employs the money-making instinct for its own 
purposes in the same way that an explorer in the tropics floats 
down the river instead of hacking his way through the jungle. 

Through the Magic Lantern 

Junior has taken one of Mama’s best “company” sheets and 
stretched it against the parlor wall; brought in extra chairs 
from the dining room; darkened the parlor, and locked Spot 
in the henhouse so that he will not walk in at the wrong mo- 
ment. At the back Of the room he stands by his Gloria Magic 
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Lantern, watching the audience file in, and wondering per- 
haps, whether, as the catalog said, he will “easily make the 
original cost of the outfit in )'-our first exhibition.” Now that 
the audience is seated, he lights the 'kerosene-soaked wick of 
the lamp, a bright shaft of light appears on the sheet, and 
the show is about to begin. Everybody is talking about the 
Russo-Japanese War which is now going on, and Junior, who 
is an up-to-date showman, projects his slides showing “por- 
traits of prominent officers, pictures of the Japanese and Rus- 
sian battleships, soldiers in camp and on the march, views in 
Manchuria, Corea and Japan.” The audience applauds the 
Japanese soldiers who are extremely popular in the United 
States and is silent when slides showing the Russians are 
thrown on the screen. 


A Bed Sheet, Some Slides, the 
Magic Lantern, and They Saw 
the Russo-Japanese War at Home 
in 1906 


The Russo-Japanese War is in the news but we have just 
had our own little war with Spain; men are using strange 
terms such as “manifest destiny,” and talking of our duty to 
“our little Filipino brother,” of building a canal at the Isthmus 
of Panama, and expanding all over the world. Rounds of 
applause therefore roll up in the parlor as Junior’s slides of 
the Spanish-American War flash on the screen, and the audi- 
ence sees “portraits of prominent officers, battleships, camp 
life, and battle scenes,” while the horrors and glories of war 
are lightened by Junior’s stumbling over words in the written 
lectures that Sears sends out with each set of slides. 
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The performance concludes with “Comic slides, each good 
for a laugh”; the lantern is darkened; the lamps are lighted; 
the children talk excitedly, and the friends of Junior’s parents 
tell him what a great big man he is getting to be. 

The Greater Magic of the Magic Lantern 

By 1915, the stereoscope of 1905 had become a legend of 
American antiquity; its aluminum frame was corroded, its 
plush handle moth-eaten, its lenses dust-covered. But the 
magic lantern has become bigger and better ; grown to man’s 
estate, it occupies a whole page in the catalog. 

It is now a lordly instrument selling for as much as $11.25 
and is operated not by an ancient kerosene lamp but by elec- 
tricity, “city gas,” or acetylene. No longer is the magic- 
lantern operator limited to glass slides made by manufacturers 
for the new machine : 

“Uses any kind of picture. Pleases the whole family. These 
new projectors use any photograph or postcard, any picture 
cut from a magazine or newspaper, your own drawings, or 
any small flat object such as a butterfly, a leaf, a pressed 
flower . . . and the object or picture is accurately projected on 
to the screen greatly enlarged, sharp and clear in all its details 
and in all its own natural colors.” 

The home is making its last stand for home entertainment. 

Ten years later — 1925 — the magic lantern has gone into 
eternal darkness and vanished from the catalog. The family 
is at the picture show. 
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In the days before the coming of industry, before the 
time of the mad awakening, tlie towns of the Middle 
West were sleepy places devoted to the practice of the old 
trades. In the morning the old men of the towns went 
forth to work in the fields or to the practice of carpentry, 
horse-shoeing, wagon-making, harness repairing, and the 
making of suits of clothing. They read books and believed 
in a God born in the brains of men who came out of a 
civilization much like their own. ... * 


T he books read by that enormous group of Americans who 
were (and are) Sears’ customers afford rich and endless 
clues to their character, their ambitions, their ways of think- 
ing, their habits and customs. The old maxim, “Tell me what 
you read and I’ll tell you what you are,” may be faulty in that 
it is perhaps too broad. It can hardly be denied, however, that 
what a man or a nation reads is an important factor in assess- 
ing the character of that man or nation. For these reasons, 
the books bought by Sears’ customers over a period of thirty 
years, the changing reading habits of this large group, and 
the criteria by which books were judged are considered at 
some length. 

When the general catalog of 1905 apportions the enormous 
space of sixteen pages to books, and Sears issues in addition 
a special book catalog, the inevitable conclusion is that thou- 
sands of families bought hundreds of thousands of books by 
mail. 

The times were favorable for readers and mail-order book- 

* Sherwood Anderson, Poor White. 
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sellers. Only thirty years ago this country still preserved its 
early pattern of an agrarian economy, despite the stupendous 
growth of industrialism and urbanism after the Civil War. At 
the beginning of the twentieth century, there were still far 
more people in the country than in the cities : 46 millions living 
in rural territory as against 30 millions in urban territory. 
And country folk were evidently readers of books. 

One reason, perhaps, that reading played an important part 
in their lives was because men and women stayed or had to 
stay largely at home and limit their activities to a -narrow 
compass. In 1900, there were only 8,000 registered automo- 
biles in the United States as opposed to millions of bicycles 
and buggies on the roads. Both the bicycle and the buggy are 
vehicles of limited range and they could not go far on the 
roads that were often mule-belly deep in mud during winter 
and almost axle deep in dust during summer. It was not un- 
common in many parts of the country for wagons to become 
bogged down in December and remain stuck in the mud until 
spring. Nobody facing the hazards and difficulties of these 
roads could jump into his buggy or mount his horse or bicycle, 
and dash off for a quick visit to a town fifty miles away. Such 
trips required preparation, a train journey, and a considerable 
length of time, with the result that men tended to stay close to 
home. And for millions living in the back country, there was 
often no choice at all — they simply could not go out for 
weeks at a time. Living was not, so to speak, centralized as it 
is now, but decentralized ; it was intensely regional and local, 
with the village as the circle, the home as the center of the 
circle, and the city far out on the periphery. 

So, too, in the early years of the century, motion pictures 
still led a crude and almost furtive existence as nickelodeons 
operating in ill-smelling, uncomfortable store buildings in 
down-at-heel neighborhoods of cities; automobiles were the 
luxury of the rich or the eccentric, and the wireless, out of 
which the radio was later to emerge, was in an experimental 
state. In the absence of these elements that later were to play 
with centrifugal force on the reading habit, men depended 
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Upon their own resources for amusement, and reading was 
one of the most popular forms of entertainment. 

It must be remembered, also, that farmers, and small-town 
dwellers who depend upon farmers for their livelihood, have 
a large amount of leisure. By 1905, the back-breaking labor 
of pioneer days had almost disappeared. Land clearing, prin- 
cipally in the South, was still to go on for many years, but it 
was not the land clearing of early pioneer days when one man 
and hiS' family, alone in the midst of a wilderness, hacked out 
a small area for growing corn before the coming of winter and 
erected a crude hut. It was now done without great hurry, 
with the use of good tools, with settled communities near by, 
and often by large lumber companies who sold the cut-over 
lands to farmers when they did not abandon them as deserts. 
Labor-saving devices such as the harvester, the reaper, and 
the horse-drawn rake had long been in use. The farmer, there- 
fore, shortly after the turn of the century, although his work 
was hard, was not subjected to the almost superhuman labors 
that faced the nineteenth-century pioneer. And whether or not 
leisure flows from the use of machinery, the fact is that a 
large amount of leisure is forced upon the farmer by the very 
nature of his occupation. A man cannot work in the fields 
during rains nor plow when the soil is wet or frozen; it is un- 
necessary to labor when crops are laid by to await the ma- 
turity that immediately precedes the harvest. Consequently, 
while there are always chores to be done about the well- 
conducted farm, the farmer, nevertheless, has more leisure 
than the factory worker, the day laborer, or even the busi- 
ness executive. It is estimated, for example, that only one 
hundred and thirty days of labor are necessary for the mak- 
ing of a cotton crop. 

So, too, the tasks of rural and small-town women were less 
severe than those of pioneer women. By 1905, they no longer 
made soap for washing or rendered tallow for lighting; canned 
goods were abundant; home weaving was a lost art and, while 
there was still a great deal of home sewing, ready-made cloth- 
ing was finding an ever-increasing market; the carpet sweeper 
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was replacing' the broom, and the general tasks of the house- 
hold were being lightened by labor-sa'ving devices. 

In 1905, therefore, the rural population, with leisure be- 
fore them, and with few facilities for dissipating it, spent part 
of it reading books. What they read is told us by the catalog. 

The World’s Best Seller 

The best“selHng* book in the world has always been the 
Bible. Church attendance may decline, preachers may thunder 
that the days of Sodom and Gomorrah are at hand, scientists 
may demolish Adam and Eve, and scholars prove that the 
Bible is no more the product of divine inspiration than the 
cookbook, but Bibles continue to lead all other books in annual 
volume of sales. If this is true now, it was certainly true in 
1905, and, as proof, we find the catalog of that year listing 
seventy-five kinds of Bibles and, for good measure, ten books 
about the Bible. 

Nearly every home had, in addition to smaller Bibles, one 
big family Bible that was at once the repository of family 
history and the central altar of the home. It often lay on the 
parlor table flanked by Longfellow’s Poems and the mail-order 
catalog. 

Our Leader in Family Bibles was a huge, cumbersome, 
dreary-looking book that seems as durable as Plymouth Rock 
and as austere as the manners and religion of the Old Testa- 
ment-bred Pilgrims. It contained not only the conventional 
text, but a number of maps upon which devout parents pointed 
out to their children the Lake of Galilee, the Dead Sea, and 
Jerusalem; traced the journeys of Jesus and of Paul, and 
located the spot on Ararat where the Ark had come to rest. It 
was also the repository of the family’s vital statistics : a regis- 
try of births, marriages, and deaths, and the place where men 
and children sworn to fight the demon rum recorded their 
pledge to temperance. 

The Family Bible was not a book in which to dip ; it was not 
designed for dilettantish reading or bedside skimming. When 
one read Our Leader, one had to be serious in the service of 
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the Lord, and enlist the services of a table, because it weighed 
seven pounds. But whatever its spiritual content may be, the 
Bible is, from a merchant’s point of view, an article of mer- 
chandise, and the catalog, which was no respecter of books or 



A Seven-Pound Chunk of the Rock of Ages for 
Eighty Cents — Plus Pictures of the Holy Land, 
a Family Register, and the Temperance Pledge 


persons when prices were concerned, gets right down to brass 
tacks. Our Leader was a “$3.50 retail value. . . . Price 80 
cents.” On a poundage basis, if no other, it was a bargain at 
slightly more than ten cents a pound. 

The Protestant Sunday of forty to thirty years ago was not 
one of joy, of dancing under the vine, or celebrating gaily 
the day ordained by the Lord as a day of rest for man and 
beast. It was somber, austere, and grim. And for the pious, 
it was scarcely even a day of rest, with church services morn- 
ing and night, Sunday school, choir singing, prayers, and 
Bible reading. In the little towns, blue laws and the conven- 
tions of the community laid heavy hands on unseemly activities 
— that is, any activity which promised pleasure. Sports were 
barred; dancing was taboo; gambling and drinking unspeak- 
able, and reading Ouida’s novels or Nick Carter impossible, 
except in the seclusion of the barn or the locked bedroom. On 
the arid Protestant Sabbath one could do only three things ; 
attend church, think higher thoughts, or read the Bible. 

Many must have read Our $12.00 Family Bible Only 
$4.89, if not for its text then for the extracurricular course in 
the appendix. Here one found “10 multi-colored plates, 4 
superb half-tone engravings in gold and colors; Jewish Wor- 
ships, Tabernacles and Vestments, Holy Apostles with de- 
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scriptions, 8 pages of maps of the Holy Land, and 32 full 
page Dore engravings.” 

These were Protestant Bibles, but the religious needs of 
Roman Catholics were not neglected by the universal catalog. 
Catholic Bibles were more expensive than those of the Prot- 
estants, working out on a poundage basis at about forty cents 
a pound as compared with ten to twenty cents charged the 
Dissenters. The Catholic Bibles omit the vital statistics that 
were standard equipment for the Protestants, and, of course, 
the temperance pledge, because the temperance movement in 
this country has largely been Protestant in conception and 
execution. 

I’d Believe It Even if It Ain’t True 

The catalog of 1905 lists a number of books about the 
Bible, but none of them reveals the teachings and discoveries 
of evolutionists, psychologists, anthropologists, or astrophysi- 
cists whose words might throw doubt upon the conception of 
God as the creator of the universe and the father of mankind. 
Even Renan’s Life of Jesus is ignored by the catalog and its 
customers, although as long ago as 1863, such was the fame of 
this book and its author in Europe that a girl of the Paris 
Opera ballet asked a young man: “Tell me, who is this Mon- 
sieur Renan that everybody is talking about? Is he a member 
of the Jockey Club?” 

The attitude of millions of Americans toward the Bible, be- 
fore and shortly after the turn of the century, was summed up 
by the preacher who said, “I’d believe every word of it even if 
it ain’t true.” And with respect to evolution their attitude was 
much like the point of view of the wife of an English canon 
who greeted the announcement of man’s alleged descent from 
monkeys with the remark, “My dear, I trust that it is not 
true; but, if it is, let us pray that it will not become generally 
known.” These attitudes persisted for years in rural and 
small-town America — and still persist to some extent — despite 
Darwin, Wallace, Tyndall, Huxley, and other investigators ; 
despite the findings of archeologists, philologists, and ethnol- 
ogists denying the divine inspiration of the Bible; despite, 
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even, the acceptance of the theory of evolution by liberal 
clergymen. But although the Bible long ago began to be treated 
as any other book, and was dissected and analyzed in the cold 
light of scientific inquiry, great numbers of Americans would 
have nothing to do with the inquirers or their inquiries. Thus, 
the late William Louis Poteat, for many years president of 
Wake Forest College, a Baptist institution in North Carolina, 
wrote of his student years at Wake Forest: * 

.. The Origin of Species had been out eighteen years 
when my Bachelor’s diploma was handed to me but I do not 
remember having heard of it. Certainly no reverberations of 
the fierce fight which evolution had fought and won disturbed 
our cloistral seclusion. With us religion was not challenging 
science. Science was not dragging religion into court to an- 
swer for its superstitions. Thepe was no intellectual crisis.” 

Farther down in the scale of fundamentalism, we have the 
testimony of the great merchant, J. C. Penney. He is writing 
of the dismissal of his father from his pulpit in 1889 : f 

“My father,” he says, “was a minister of the Primitive 
Baptists who did not believe in paying their ministers. To earn 
a living he ran a farm, bought, grazed, and sold cattle. I have 
seen him and my mother drive in .nice weather, and in rough 
weather have seen him ride on horseback, Sunday after Sun- 
day, year after year, to minister to his people. After all those 
years of devotion, I saw him read out of church on three 
counts : he believed in Sunday school ; he believed in educating 
the ministers [author’s emphasis] ; and he believed that minis- 
ters should be paid. For his open stand on these tenets he was 
barred from the church.” 

How deeply fundamentalism was rooted in America is 
shown by the fact that while the catalog lists no books critical 
of the Bible, nonetheless, in the decade before 1905, evolution 
had seemed to become respectable in many quarters which 
might be expected to influence rural and small-town America. 

* W. L. Poteat in The American Scholar, Summer, 1936. 

t J. C. Penney, An Autobiography as Told to Robert W. Bruhe, 
pp. 4-5. 
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As early as 1893, the New York Chautauqua had permitted 
Henry Drummond to lecture on evolution and, inasmuch as 
his audiences were largely composed of nonurban church- 
goers, The Nation jumped to the conclusion that times were 
changing : 

Professor Henry Drummond’s lectures on Chautauqua 
are the clearest index yet seen in this country of the silent 
but sweeping change wrought in the religious world by the 
teachings of science. . . . Professor Drummond expound- 
ing a pretty thorough-going evolution at Chautauqua is a 
striking phenomenon. . . . Those who flock to the lectures 
. . . are typical representatives of the church people, to 
whom, a generation ago, evolution was synonymous with 
atheism. . . . When therefore Chautauqua managers 
provide lectures in defense of evolution . . . and audiences 
. . . hear them with much pious edification and strengthen- 
ing in their faith, it is a sign of the times. . . . 

Little could The Nation foresee the antievolution-teaching 
statutes of later years in America or the Scopes trial in Ten- 
nessee in 1925. 

Throughout the latter years of the nineteenth century, the 
struggle between fundamentalists and liberals in religion con- 
tinued, with, if the catalog is a criterion, little success for the 
liberals. 

In 1897, for example, the influential Dr. Lyman Abbott 
gave a series of lectures on the Bible as literature — a startling 
concept at the time — and said in one of them that he did not 
believe in the truth of the Biblical story of Jonah and the 
whale. Whereupon came a deluge of sermons from preachers 
all over the country defending the truth of the story, and 
much earnest worry on the part of the pious who respected the 
piety and learning of Dr. Abbott. 

Two years later, Rudyard Kipling, who had been living in 
Vermont and enjoyed an enormous American fame, let loose 
a fearful blast in his American Notes. He wrote: 

Sunday ... I found a place officially described as a 
church. It was a circus really . . . fitted up with plush and 
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Stained oak and much luxury. ... To a congregation of 
savages a man entered . . . completely in the confidence of 
their God, whom he treated colloquially and exploited. 

. . . With a voice of silver and with imagery borrowed 
from the auction room, he built up for his hearers a 
heaven on the lines of the Palmer House (but with all the 
gilding real gold, and all the plate glass diamond) and set 
in the center of it a loud voiced argumentative and very 
shrewd creature that he called God. . . . 

He was giving them a deity whom they could compre- 
hend, in a gold and jewel heaven. . . . 

It was all very well for a high-brow city magazine — The 
Nation — ^to think that the theory of evolution was being ac- 
cepted by the people and that times were changing; it wa.s 
quite all right for a New York divine, Dr. Abbott, to deny 
the undoubted fact that Jonah was swallowed by the whale, 
and scoffers, such as Rudyard Kipling, could scorn the church. 
But at the same time, the people had powerful champions for 
their beliefs. 

There were the great evangelists Moody and Sankey, and, 
starting in 1895, the famous Billy Sunday who converted 
more than one hundred thousand people to the true faith in ten 
years and saved their backsliding souls from the torments of 
hell. An ex-baseball player, he used the language of the di- 
amond and the streets in snatching souls from perdition; a 
sound economist, he organized a stock company to finance his 
revivals and, excelling many more earthy enterprises, gener- 
ally repaid his stockholders. Billy Sunday “proved” the truth 
of every word in the Bible in sermons such as this : 

“The Devil ain’t anybody’s fool. Lots of people will tell you 
there ain’t any devil. . . . People who say that — and especially 
the sneaking, time-serving, hypocritical ministers who say 
that — ^are liars ! Liars ! Liars ! They are calling the Holy Bible 
a lie ! I’ll believe the Bible before I believe Old Mother Eddy, 
and a lot of time-serving, tea-drinking, societified, smirking 
ministers! No, sir! You take God’s word for it. There is a 
devil. 

“The devil says to the Saviour : 'Son of God, hey ? Are you 
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the man that’s been going up and down the country passing 
as the Son of God? I’m not as easy as all that. I’m from Mis- 
souri. You’ve got to show me ! Make good ! Turn some of these 
stones into bread and get a square meal ! Produce the goods !’ ” 

American life is perhaps inexplicable if the evangelistic 
strain that runs through it is omitted from consideration; 
many of the catalog’s books and the attitudes they exemplify 
are likewise inexplicable save in terms of evangelism. The 
lengthened shadow of the great and the obscure evangelists 
lingers upon the land; the orgiastic religionism of the Western 
and Southern pioneers is still practiced in many parts of the 
country; everywhere it lies below the surface of the souls of 
the people capable of being evoked and brought to the top, in 
times of national stress, by the sonorous voices of eloquent 
preachers, whether lay, gospel, or political. This accounts in 
part for the sudden and sometimes cataclysmic changes of the 
national mood; from mild sunshine in morning to howling 
tornado by night. It throws some light. upon the reason why 
Americans — as contradistinguished from Europeans — are 
more easily moved by moral outrage inflicted upon helpless 
nations or minorities than they are by their coldly logical na- 
tional interests. Woe unto that foreign power which seeks to 
interpret the trend of American international policy without 
taking deeply into consideration the strain of evangelism that 
surges in the blood of millions of Americans. 

Great evangelists such as Moody, Sankey, Torrey, Billy 
Sunday, Sam Jones, and Gypsy Smith went up and down the 
land, in the nineties and at the turn of the century, preaching 
the oldtime religion to multitudes, drawing great numbers up 
the sawdust trail to repentance and renunciation however short- 
lived, and winning for themselves national fame. It is not sur- 
prising, therefore, that the catalog, which catered to the very 
people or the friends of the people who were hitting the trail, 
treated their susceptibilities tenderly, and listed no books 
about the Bible which might offend them. 

It does offer, for example, a life. of Christ. But it is not 
Renan’s, It is by Canon Farrar whose “exact scholarship is 
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shown in his valuable notes at the foot of nearly every page, 
and a large number of fine, truthful engravings make this the 
best Life of Christ ever written. . . 

The catalog is conscious of the bleak boredom that affected 
youngsters after they had attended church in the morning, 
eaten a heavy meal at noon, and then had nothing to anticipate 
for the remainder of the day except more Bible reading. It 
does not offer them for release what was then called a “French 
novel” or other earthly diversion, but a book whose purpose 
it frankly says is “to furnish entertainment and instruction for 
the young people during the long Sabbath afternoons.” This 
sugar-coated morsel — almost profane reading — ^was From 
Eden to Calvary, Or, Through the Bible in a Year, by Grandpa 
Reuben Prescott. 

After church services, adults, who wanted to sharpen their 
vision of the delights of heaven that they would someday en- 
counter, peered through chinks in the pearly gates opened for 
them by the Right Reverend Samuel Fallows, D. D., in The 
Home Beyond, Or, View of Heaven, or dipped into a book 
written by D. L. Moody, the great evangelist, which contained 
“several hundred interesting stories about his wonderful works 
in Europe and America.” Such volumes as these were, how- 
ever, mere spiritual hors d’oeuvres to the genuinely devout. 
When they wanted something substantial upon which to feed 
their hungry, heaven-yearning souls, they bought forty pounds 
of Matthew Henry’s Works (for $7.75), because “Bible stu- 
dents appreciate the unfading freshness, the spiritual force, 
the quaint humor, and the evangelical richness of Matthew 
Henry’s Exposition of the Old and New Testaments.” 

The catalog’s books— those that it included and those that 
it omitted— thus accurately reflected the religious mind of 
rural America in 1905. Twenty years later, as we shall see, the 
struggle to keep that mind innocent of knowledge was actually 
to increase in some parts of the country. 

He Fell In Love with His Wife 

In America, generally speaking, men have been left to 
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themselves in their choice of reading, except for the attempts 
of the Comstocks and other censors who sought to save them 
from the devil. But there have always been shoals of guides 
to tell children and women what they should read, and the 
struggle between the readers and their self-appointed men- 
tors is a fascinating chapter of the American mind. 

By 1905, however, fiction although decried in the past, had 
become the best seller after the Bible, and the catalog lists 
hundreds of novels demanded by its nation-wide audience. 
This transition was not achieved without a struggle. 

In the 1860’s, Godey’s Lady’s Book printed an editorial; 
“On Novel-Reading for Women.” “This rage,” it said, "for 
novel-reading pervades our country as well as England. A 
friend of the Lady’s Book has just sent us a letter that we 
give here in place of the words of warning we had intended 
to write. . . .” 


LETTER TO THE EDITRESS: 

Will you, dear madam, say something to your young 
readers on the unhealthy appetite for imaginative litera- 
ture which increases every day? It is a morbid and ex- 
clusive taste for fiction which has nothing to recommend it 
but its trivial want of the nature of truth ... the mind is 
frittered away, and all strength of reasoning and serious- 
ness of reflection gradually deserts the unfortunate stu- 
dent, whose appreciation of the best writers cease, and 
among authors, who peppers the highest is sure to please. 

The Lady’s Book recommended the works of Dr. Cum- 
mings for “those who wish to find a worthy literary souvenir 
for a Christian lady, (old or young) which shall have an im- 
pressive interest for the present and be a rich addition to the 
family library. Let them select from the volumes of Dr. Cum- 
mings’ works ; 

The Great Tribulation: or Things Coming on the Earth 
The Great Preparation: or Redemption Drawing Nigh 
T each Us To Pray 
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'‘These books are wonderful productions, and breathe the 
pure spirit of Faith, Hope, and Charity.” 

Perhaps they did, but the ladies persisted in reading novels 
in which kissing was described as clasping, seducing as be- 
guiling, and the body as a frame. Noting then that they would 
read novels and neglect Dr. Cummings, the guides sought to 
steer' them toward the more innocuous novels which did not 
contain a single reference to sex in a carload, and the Lady’s 
Book prepared a “list of books for girls who need tales that 
cheer but do not inebriate.” 

None of this satisfied the ladies. They did not care about 
Faith, Hope, and Charity. They wanted books about love, 
whether it was wedded love or bedded love. And they got 
them. By the turn of the century, reading, like so many other 
pursuits, had been turned into an instrument for the broaden- 
ing of women’s minds. Vogue, at that time more a family 
magazine and less a fashion publication than it is today, re- 
gretted that women should be fed romantic tales as a prepara- 
tion for marriage. It said sternly: “Marriage is not elysium 
or a haven. It is a career fraught with anxiety and responsi- 
bility. Out of all the commotion (that is, struggle for wom- 
en’s rights) will come a higher ideal of matrimony, a better 
appreciation of its grave responsibilities, along with which 
for the old-time master-and-servant relation between hus- 
bands and wives, will be substituted one of equality and recip- 
rocal authority.” 

In 1900, Vogue was roused to fury. A college professor 
addressing an assemblage of women said that the only ro- 
mantic love which men are capable of feeling for women is 
the variety known as sex attraction. This so profoundly agi- 
tated the good ladies that they were shaken to the depths of 
their corsets. But, says Vogue, “The fact that women and 
girls are to be found who fly into a passion over such a state- 
ment merely indicates how persistently women accept the 
conventions in which they are bred without attempting the 
slightest study of them. ... If instead of making a foolish 
exhibition of themselves, these indignant wives or maidens 
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had accepted the professor’s contention as a spur to the scien- 
tific study of sex, they would have acquired a knowledge of 
certain facts, which would have taken the heart out of their 
opposition, and saved them the contempt of the well in- 
formed. . . . Coddling illusions of any kind is a silly, nay, a 
discreditable habit for an adult woman in this country today, 
when everywhere there is vital work crying out for doers. 

. . . There is nothing more needful than that scientific fact 
should replace sentimentality. . . . The phenomena that clus- 
ter about sex ought to be among the very first subjects se- 
lected for study. . . . Ladies, to books !” 

What books ? While Vogue was urging ladies to read books 
that might teach them the facts of biology, it was warning 
them in strong terms not to read the novels and plays of the 
great realists such as Ibsen, Zola, and Hardy, who were the 
forerunners of the vast flood of realism that was to swamp 
the reading public in the twentieth century. These, for ex- 
ample, were what not even the advanced Vogue could stom- 
ach although it had twenty years to adjust its digestion, 
to stronger meat. Ibsen’s A Doll’s House was first pub- 
lished in 1879. The institution of marriage is smothering 
Nora’s soul and the only way she can regain her life is to 
desert her husband and children. He says: “Before all you 
are a wife and mother.” Nora replies: “That I no longer be- 
lieve. I think before all else I am a human being, or at least I 
will try to become one.” 

If this was too strong meat for Vogue, then Ibsen’s next 
play. Ghosts, was poison. Mrs. Alving leaves her husband 
when she finds that he has long lived, and is still living, a dis- 
solute life. Her pastor persuades her that law, order, and 
decency must be upheld by her return. Of this Ibsen speaks 
scornfully: “That perpetual law and order, that does all the 
mischief in the world.” 

Shaw, too, was beyond the pale. He was advocating the 
specialized breeding of a race of supermen lest democracy de- 
stroy us, because the race cannot rise above the material of 
which voters are made. Marriage delayed the coming of the 
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superman since the best advantages of breeding may be ob- 
tained from persons who would not be suitable companions 
for life. For example: an English squire and an intellectual 
Jewess. “Thus,” says Shaw, “the son of a robust, cheerful 
. . . British squire, with the tastes and range of his class, and 
of a clever, imaginative, intellectual, highly civilized Jewess 
might be superior to both his parents but it is not likely that 
the Jewess would find the squire an interesting companion; 
or his habits, his friends, his place and mode of life congenial 
to her.” 

In Man and Superman, Tanner says to Ann; “What we 
have both done this afternoon is to renounce happiness, re- 
nounce tranquillity, above all to renounce the romantic pos- 
sibilities of an unknown future, for the cares of a household 
and a family.” Shaw adds: “Woman has to repudiate duty 
altogether,” and Samuel Butler chimes in with the all-inclu- 
sive mournful cry: “What efforts have not been made to hold 
together that artificial collection called the family.” 

In France, ^^rnile Zola wrote a shelf of realistic novels 
which shocked the fancy-ribbon readers of the world, while 
in his The Natural Social History of a Family Under the 
Second Empire, he depicts family life as degenerate and un- 
desirable. So strong was the current of realism that swept 
around the earth that even the romantic, flamboyant litera- 
ture of the South was torn from its magnolia-tree moorings. 
Elizabeth Waltz's Ancient Landmark, for example, denies 
that divorce is the greatest disgrace that can come to a Ken- 
tucky family. It ridicules the idea that a woman should re- 
main married to a man even if he abuses her, stays drunk, and 
indulges in promiscuous sexual relations. 

Despite all this. Vogue editorializes : “All decent people are 
agreed that the emancipated novelists are not fit reading for 
the youth of either sex. . . . One deplorable effect of the can- 
cerous literature of Ibsen, Zola and other realistic schools of 
writing is that by unduly emphasizing the baser qualities of 
the race it develops in the reader a suspicious contempt for 
humanity.” 
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And it is evidence of the confusion of values in the ag’e of 
transition and revaluation of values that, while Vogue could 
1 econimend the scientific study of sex and yet decry the 
reading of great realists of the novel, it could still publish 
shoi t stories in which the heroine was described as follows : 

‘ And then her name, Kitty ! Could anything be more re- 
freshing than a girl named Kitty? Especially when she was 
quite as frisky and graceful and fun-loving and tricky, and as 
altogether entertaining as that same little puff-ball which the 
name implies.” 

Is it any wonder, consequently, if such confusions and con- 
tradictions existed in the editorial sanctum of a magazine 
like Vogue designed for the upper-class families of the cities, 
that in the small towns and on the farms, remote from the in- 
tellectual currents that were sweeping the world, there should 
have been little change in the reading habits of the people 
since the Civil War? The thunderings of European writers 
on sex, marriage, and the family, the typhoon of literature 
of protest against the past that blew from the English Chan- 
nel to the Black Sea, the diminutive storms that passed across 
America, were almost unheard in the vast stretches of the 
hinterland. Nowhere in the catalog of 1905 does one find 
books that reflect the violence of the struggle elsewhere. 

Almost the only break with the past was the listing of a 
large amount of fiction, and a parallel with the present in that 
then, as now, the “best” novel was likely to be the last novel 
off the press. Consequently, we find the “best fiction of the 
day at prices that have no competition. The list given below 
does not pretend to be a complete record of all the new fiction 
published, but includes only the more popular and best selling 
books of the last six months.” 

Beverly of Grmstark By George Barr McCutcheon 
Call of the Wild By Jack London ' 

The Clansman By Thomas Dixon 

Cod’s Cood Man By Marie Corelli 

Lady Rose’s Daughter By Mrs. Humphrey Ward 
The Prodigal S on By Hall Caine 

- 81 - 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


Rebecca of Sunny Brook 
Farm By Kate D. Wiggins 

Sir Mortimer By Mary Johnston 

The Virginian . ByOwenWister 

E. P. Roe was in such great demand in 1905 that his con- 
tributions to the art of the novel were brought out as “'Fhe 
Works of E. P. Roe in a new uniform edition, at 63 a vol- 
ume.” Among his masterpieces were: 

He Fell in Love With His Wife 

Near to Nature’s Heart 

Success With Small Fruits 

A Young Girl’s Wooing 

What Can She Do Without a Home? 

Augusta J. Evans was a novelist whose popularity re- 
mained undimiiiished for fifty years. The catalog docs not 
exaggerate when it says of her: “The author’s genius and 
fascinating style are as fresh today in her later books as they 
were in her earlier, which after thirty-six years of constant 
use still hold their popularity.” Mrs. Evans enriched her 
times, if not posterity, with such novels as : 

Speckled Bird 

At the Mercy of Tiberius 

Vashti 

Infelice 

Beulah 


Pure Authors Write Pure Books 

Sir Walter Scott continued to hold, in 1905, the place that 
he had held for more than half a century in the esteem of 
American readers. His popularity flowed not only from the 
fact that he was an expert storyteller, but also because his 
novels were regarded as being “pure, wholesome, and inspir- 
ing,” and the author himself one who led a life of noble rec- 
titude. The touchstone, in fact, to popular success in litera- 
ture over large stretches of America was not the content of 
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a writer’s books but the content of his life. If the author 
drank alcohol in any form, smoked opium, beat his wife, or 
lived outside the holy bonds of wedlock, then, although he 
may have been a Shakespeare, a Balzac, and a Dostoevski 
rolled into one, he and his works were beyond the pale of re- 
spectable readers. 

This point of view was beautifully expressed in What 
Shall I Read: A Confidential Chat on Books, by J.H.V., 
published in New York in 1878. 

Although this guide appeared nearly thirty years before 
the publication of the 1905 catalog, its attitudes toward books 
were substantially reaffirmed by the catalog and continued to 
dominate it for many years. 

“Never read the books of any novelist,” says J.H.V., “till 
you have acquainted yourself with his reputation. The names 
of some authors are as sure indication of evil as the skull 
and cross bones with which druggists used to mark their bot- 
tles of poison. ... If you familiarize yourself with the names 
of good authors you will not make any great mistake. . . 

Scott was on the approved list. “But I think I am safe in 
saying that the works of Sir Walter Scott may be read by 
young and old. It is fair to judge an author in some degree by 
his life and private feelings. A Christian gentleman can 
scarcely write what is not good. ... A man who felt and acted 
sincerely all his life, and died peacefully trusting in his Sav- 
iour, can scarcely have been anything but a pure writer. His 
novels are useful historically, but I will tell you frankly that 
the first fifty pages are usually dull.” 

Thackeray, while not entirely pure, also received the ap- 
proval of J.H.V. “William M. Thackeray,” he says, “is an- 
other pure writer, although I do not recommend his earliest 
books to the very young. But Pendennis, Vanity Fair . . . are 
books which may be read with pleasure and profit by all. 

“ 'What !’ some one may say, ‘Does not Thackeray tell how 
a young man fell in love with an actress ? How a young wom- 
an made her way in the world by her sharp wits, which were 
not always exercised in the right way? . . 
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“ ‘Yes! He does all this.’ 

“ ‘Then how can you recommend him as a pure writer ?’ 

“ ‘O, my dear reader, never take a shallow view of a good 
man’s work !’ 

“Thackeray was gifted by his Maker with a wonderfully 
clear eye. He saw human nature as it exists every day. . . . 
He makes a young country boy (Pendennis) fall in love with 
an actress. Is that a startling fact? Read the book, and see 
how pure and true it is ! In Pendennis we see the career of a 
young man ... his temptations, his struggles, his weakness, 
and his strength. We see purity, mother love, and wise, kind 
influences, producing their legitimate result. . . . Readers will 
see the practical working of the fact which they have had 
dinned into their ears, that to be virtuous is to be happy.” 

Ouida, a popular novelist of the times, was on the index 
both of J.H.V. and the catalog. “Her novels,” we are told, 
“are seen frequently in the hands of many a young girl who 
should blush to be seen reading them. I unhesitatingly con- 
demn them!' 

The Roosevelt family agreed with J.H.V. on this score. 
In his Autobiography, Theodore Roosevelt wrote: 

“I was forbidden to read the only one of Ouida’s two books 
which I wished to read — Under Two Flags. I did read it, 
nevertheless, with greedy and fierce hope of coming on some- 
thing unhealthy; but as a matter of fact all the parts that 
might have seemed unhealthy to an older person made no im- 
pression on me whatsoever. . . 

‘The Ladies’ Home Journal” a Mentor of Reading 

J.H.V. wrote in 1878. Twelve years later The Ladies' 
Home Journal laid down criteria that govern the making of 
a “good book.” They constitute a formula by which thou- 
sands of books have been written and read in America, and, 
although enunciated over forty years ago, still influence much 
of the book and magazine fiction of our times. In 1890, this 
family magazine said: 
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What Is A Good Book? 

A good book is one that interests you. 

One in which the bright rather than the dark side of 
life is shown. 

One that makes you see how mean are the small vices 
of life and how despicable are the great sins. 

' One that glorifies virtue in women and honor in man. 

One in which the good are rewarded and the wicked 
are made to suffer. . . . 

One which convinces you that the world is filled with 
good men and women. 

.One that makes you feel you are meeting real people, 
people who elevate your thoughts as you associate with 
them. 

A good book is one that you remember with pleasure, 
that when the dull hours come you can think of with in- 
terest and feel that there are people with whom you have ' 
a most interesting acquaintance, who are yet only char- 
acters of the imagination. 

A good book is the one that we want when weary of 
the people of the world ; that we can read out aloud and 
discuss, that we can hand to our daughters that it may 
give them pleasure,' and which will only be a stepping 
stone on the road of taste, not only to better and nobler 
books, but a better and nobler life. 

That is a good book — and, my friends, there are hun- 
dreds of them. 

Virginity and Marriage 

Thus, a good book was one written by a pure writer who 
filled it with noble thoughts. All good books were subject 
to the iron law that girls must be virgins before marriage and 
eternally faithful to their husbands after marriage. 

At the turn of the century, James Lane Allen’s Summer in 
Arcady (first published in 1896) was immensely popular and 
was recommended in current editorials for reading by young 
girls. It attracted a great deal of attention and was con- 
sidered daring, but daring in a wholesome manner, and well 
may it have been, for it was an excellent and detailed descrip- 
tion of how to arouse a man and keep him happy though un- 
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satisfied. Men are regarded as savage and dangerous crea- 
tures who must be outwitted and beaten at their own game by 
young girls, who, if triumphant, would then lead them cap- 
tive to the altar. This is a point of view, of course, that still 
survives in much of the magazine fiction of our time : the se- 
ducing male turned into the adoring husband by a good wom- 
an, with detailed descriptions of trials and titillations en 
route from the porch swing to the church altar. 

The novels of this period — again like much present-day 
magazine fiction — while containing an ironclad moral, were 
lush with sensuality and descriptions of what might not be 
done. As long as the writer prefixed a warm passage with a 
warning that this is what the young girl should avoid, she 
could indulge up to the very point where her virginity was in 
jeopardy and must then retreat. 

The hero of Summer in Arcady was called Hilary. The 
heroine is Daphne. This is a description of her : 

She had not reached eighteen, and she was like the red- 
ripe rose of early summer just where of late were white 
blossoms. A glance at her lithe round figure, the unusual 
development of which always attracted secret attention 
and caused her secret pain, could have made many a 
mother reflect upon the cruel haste with which Nature 
sometimes forces a child into maturity and then adds to 
the peril of its life by covering it with an alluring beauty. 

This is Hilary : 

A heavy-limbed, heavy built, handsome young fellow of 
about 19, with a yellowish mustache just fairly out on a 
full red lip that had long been impatient for it. . . . 

His lip’s impatience was doubtless increased sharply for, 
just at this moment, Hilary sees Daphne pass and “to his 
gross instinct anything in the shape of a woman was worth 
gazing after, even at long range — especially a woman alone.” 

As Daphne passes throughly Hilary’s fields, he stops her 
and kisses her. “There passed through her mind like a scorch- 
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ing flash the remembrance of what she had heard about his 
ways with girls, and the color began to leave her face. She 
could not even say, ‘how dare you!’ He had dared so often 
already. . . .” 

Daphne naturally gets indignant about Hilary’s treatment 
of her, but she finally forgives him and agrees to meet him 
secretly in the woods because her family does not approve of 
him. But she, poor thing, “did not dream that she might be 
crossing the invisible boundary between mortal light and 
darkness, or that she was advancing gaily toward those 
wastes of life over which women wander lost and die damned. 
If she could have known of the countless company of her sis- 
ters who have taken their first step toward the central trag- 
edy of the world by doing what she now did — going to the 
first secret meeting with the men they have loved — if there 
could have flitted before her the vast pageant of painted 
butterflies of her race, painted and torn and weary, and 
drooping all at last into the same foul mire — she might well 
have recoiled and tottered homeward an old woman, wrinkled 
with horror, her dark braids turned to snow.” 

Daphne, however, does not run away immediately. Cruel 
nature grips her. She is ignorant of the mortal peril in which 
she stands. But not for long. Suddenly our hero “draws her 
toward him, unable to resist her beauty. ‘Hilary ! Hilary !’ she 
cried, resisting him with sudden terror of his advances, his 
rough tenderness, the torrent of his feelings. Then with one 
awful thought, and the strength it gave her, she struggled 
out of his arms to her feet and stood supporting herself with 
one hand against the tree. . . . Her face seemed cut from 
marble, and her eyes were full of fright and distress.” 

Finally, Daphne gets the point and runs home, but Hilary 
who was not one to be put oflF lightly, manages to see her 
again. He is in a bad fix because “Nature had been having 
her way with him as with an animal,” and he tells Daphne he 
wants to speak to her parents right away about marrying her. 
She won’t let him because they don’t like Hilary and have 
threatened to send her away to a finishing school if she so 
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much as glimpses his beautiful mustache. She agrees finally 
to meet him again beneath the sycamores if he promises to 
behave, but when they are once more under the trees that old 
tempter, nature, pops up and the author interrupts his story 
to read a lecture. 

“The young trust themselves alone with Nature who cares 
only for life and nothing for the higher things that make life 
worth living.” Hilary, who doesn’t know anything of this, 
kisses Daphne again and she breaks down in tears. 

Whereupon our hero, for whom things are going nowhere 
fast, tells Daphne that she must elope with him now or else 
he will punish her by not seeing her again. 

“ 'Marry me now !’ he cried for the last time and without 
warning. She stood bending slightly toward him, looking be- 
yond him into the future if she yielded. She saw the unfor- 
giveness of her father and mother . . . the uncertainty of get- 
ting the marriage ceremony performed that night, and the 
necessity of her being left alone with him in a strange place. 
To this last thought was linked a new fear of herself and of 
him , . . for Nature had stolen treacherously nigh unto them 
both, as is her sad wont with her human children. And with 
this fear now came again the old torturing doubts of him. 
He was no longer even, a member of the church, and to her 
mind this was the last thing that made her fear he would 
not do what was right.” 

Daphne was in a desperate position, alone in the woods 
with nature and a pagan. Would she ever emerge vergo in- 
facta ? This is how she went about emerging. 

“ 'Promise me if I go with you Hilary,’ she said very rap- 
idly and incoherently. . . . 'Here on your knees,’ she said 
shaken by her sobs, 'give me your solemn oath, Hilary, be- 
fore God who sees us and will judge us for what we do — that 
whatever we are together, whatever may happen to us, you 
will be true to me . . . true to me . . . true to me. . . .’ ” 

No matter how bad a man may be, there is something in 
him that will respond to the tears of a pure woman. And 
Hilary responded. 
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“ ‘I swear/ he said, his eyes filling. ‘God helping me I will 
be true to you.’ ” 

God having got Daphne out of a jam, she and Hilary elope, 
get married, and go to a hotel. 

“It was all over now — ^the life of peril and unrest from 
which they had barely escaped — with its tossing nights and 
wistful heartsore days, its ungovernable yearnings. 

“The hour had come to him when, of all that can ever come 
to a man ... he is overwhelmed with some sense of the awful 
gift that love has brought into his unworthy life, — a pure 
woman.” 

Summer in Arcady was recommended as a frank, serious 
book of great value to young girls, but as it never calls a 
spade anything like a shovel, it is difficult to see how an igno- 
rant young girl of the proper purity of mind could have un- 
derstood what it was all about. It seems, however, to teach 
several lessons. ( 1 ) That if you went into the woods alone 
with a young man and did not let him kiss you, he would 
eventually propose marriage, but if you did let him kiss you, 
you were courting “a fate worse than death.” (2) That if 
a girl lost her virginity, she was damned, but she was never- 
theless supposed to lead a man on innocently and then at the 
dangerous moment repulse him. (3) That if a man married 
a virgin, his whole life would be changed for the better, and 
uplifted. (4) That girls were not supposed to have any phys- 
ical desires before marriage and were to be terrified at the 
evidences of these desires in men. (5) That even in marriage, 
good women had no sexual desires but merely submitted to 
the embraces of their husbands as a wifely duty. (6) That 
nature and natural instincts are always to be deplored. 

Mr. Allen dedicated his book “To My Mother.” 

What Price Virginity and Marriage? 

While James Lane Allen’s book was being praised by crit- 
ics as a moral tract for the young, there had appeared 
shortly before an English novel by Grant Allen called The 
British Barbarians: a Hill-top Novel. The English Allen did 
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not see eye to eye with the American Allen and was condemned 
on both sides of the ocean. His book was considered blasphe- 
mous and immoral and it was carefully kept from young girls, 
but it enjoyed a certain fashionable popularity since it ques- 
tioned all the convictions that governed social behavior at the 
time. Its phraseology seems stilted and ridiculous to this 
generation, but it was novels like these that caused women 
to challenge the current mores and to begin to change their 
points of view toward love. 

“What do I mean by a Hill-top Novel 1 ” asks Mr. Allen in 
his introduction. “Well, of late we have been flooded with 
stories of evil tendencies; a Hill-top Novel is one which raises 
a protest in favor of purity. . . .” 

The hero of this book is Bertram Ingledew who suddenly 
and mysteriously appears in the respectable English suburb 
of Brackenhurst. Naturally he is tall, handsome, and charm- 
ing. The heroine — b . married woman! — is Freda Monteith, 
wife of Robert Monteith, a dour Scotsman. “She was tall and 
dark, a beautiful woman. . . . Her eyes were large and lus- 
trous, her lips not too thin but rich and tempting. Her fea- 
tures were clear-cut, rather delicate than regular.” 

Bertram, who seems to have large means, takes expensive 
lodgings and announces that he has come to study the taboos 
of England. He will not say where his own country is. Every- 
one is annoyed and tells him there are no taboos in England, 
but he points them out. Sunday, he says, is a taboo. The own- 
ership of land, the sheltering of girls before marriage, and 
even marriage itself are taboos. This wild talk incenses Rob- 
ert Monteith and he orders Freda never to see Bertram again. 

She, however, goes to his lodgings to tell him good-by but 
breaks down and confesses that she loves him. Bertram, not 
to be outdone, says he loves Freda and, since it is wrong for 
her to stay with her husband, urges her to go away with him. 
He tells her that the whole of society is ridiculous in its ta- 
boos and restrictions. 

“ 'Oh, Freda, you can’t imagine what things — for I know 
they hide them from you — cruelties of lust and neglect and 
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shame such as you couldn’t even dream of; women dying of 
foul disease in want and dirt deliberately forced upon them 
by the will of your society; destined beforehand for death 
. . . a death more disgusting than aught you can conceive of — 
in order that the rest of you may be safely tabooed, each a 
maid intact for the man who weds her. It’s the hatefullest 
taboo of all the hateful taboos I’ve seen in my wanderings, 
the unworthiest of a pure and moral community.’ ” 

He begs Freda to remain with him. She asks him if this 
would be right, and he replies : 

“ ‘Why Freda, it’s right, of course, to go. The thing that’s 
wrong is to stop with that man one minute longer than is 
absolutely necessary. You don’t love him. You never loved 
him. Or if you ever did, you’ve long since ceased to do so. 
Well then it’s dishonour to yourself to spend one more day 
with him. How can you submit to the hateful endearments of 
a man you don’t love or care for ? How wrong to yourself, 
how infinitely more wrong to your still unborn and unbegot- 
ten children? . . . Nature has given us this divine instinct of 
love within to tell us with what persons we should spontane- 
ously unite; will you fly in her face and unite with a man 
whom you feel and know to be unworthy of you ? . . . Remem- 
ber, every night you pass under that creature’s roof, you com- 
mit the vilest crime a woman can commit against her own 
purity.’ ” 

Freda likes Bertram’s ideas and she goes off with him, 
taking her children along, and they have “four days of hap- 
piness.” 

“She had gone away with Bertram exactly as Bertram 
himself desired her to do, without one thought of anything 
on earth except to fulfil the higher law of her own nature; and 
she was happy in her intercourse with the one man who could 
understand it, the one man who had worked it to its fullest 
pitch, and could make it resound sympathetically to his touch 
in every chord and every fibre. . . .” 

Robert, the husband, who is not quite so advanced as 
Freda, the wife, doesn’t see things in the same light. He takes 
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his horse pistol and, surprising the lovers on the moor, flour- 
ishes the weapon and threatens Bertram. The brave radical 
pushes aside the frantic Freda, bares his breast, and is shot 
by Robert. But no blood can be seen on the wound. Instead 
“a strange perfume as of violets or of burning incense began 
by degrees to flood the moor around them.” Bertram’s voice 
comes from a great distance saying: 

“ ‘Your husband willed it, Freda, and the customs of your 
nation. You can come to me but I can never return to you. 
... I forgot with what manner of savages I still had to deal. 
And now I must go back to the place whence I came — to the 
twenty-fifth century f 

“The voice died away in the dim recesses of the future. 
The pale blue flame flickered forward and vanished. The 
shadowy shape melted through an endless vista of tomor- 
rows.” 

After this startling evaporation of her lover’s body, Freda, 
repulsing her husband’s efforts at reconciliation, stalks over 
the moor, pistol in hand, presumably to shoot herself and join 
Bertram. 

Mr. Allen put his hero too far ahead in the future — ^the 
twenty-fifth century — ^but, however preposterous his novel 
was, it was read openly or secretly, and illustrates the new 
ideas that were beginning to nibble at the structure of social 
ethics and taboos at the turn of the century. (We shall see 
how the catalog’s books, too, were ultimately affected.) His 
point of view was that (1) a handful of women and girls 
should not be kept virgins at the expense of an army of pros- 
titutes; (2) women who did not marry should not be con- 
demned to a lifetime of chastity; (3) marriage should be an 
act of love and not of profit; (4) sex was not to be subdued 
but heeded; (5) the only sexual sin was to live with one you 
did not love, with the collateral provision that no one had a 
legal right of possession of any other person; (6) men were 
not dangerous creatures from whom girls should shrink but 
natural parts of their lives, and (7) sex was not something 
for women to endure but to enjoy. 
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These attitudes were shining new when Mr. Allen ex- 
pounded them with such lyric deliriousness, and even he 
would have been astonished by the rapidity with which they 
passed into common practice. By 1930, his once radical ideas 
had become almost staid conventions of both living and fic- 
tion, so that it is interesting to speculate on the state of so- 
ciety when Bertram Ingledew returns once more to earth 
from his twenty-fifth-century retreat. 

The Cafalog Remains Pure 

The battle of conflicting points of view about chastity and 
marriage and sexual relations is nowhere reflected directly in 
the 1905 catalog’s book section. It offered its readers “the 
works of standard authors” such as Shakespeare, Oliver Op- 
tic, Hugo, Kipling, Robert Louis Stevenson, Washington 
Irving, and Henty. The disturbing and doubtless immoral 
Thomas Hardy is absent, along with the wicked English boys 
of the days of The Yellow Book, the infamous Russians, the 
decadent French, and the vicious Viennese and Germans. 
Gilt Top Library Books at 19 Cents included such chaste 
favorites as : 

Aunt Diana 
Bill Nye’s Sparks 
Black Beauty' 

Bracebridge Hall 
Mrs. Browning’s Poems 
Robert Browning’s Poems 
Bryant’s Poetical Works 
Buffalo Bill 

The Cloister and the Hearth 

Daily Food For Christians 

Drummond’s Addresses 

Idle Thoughts Of An Idle Fellow 

Ivanhoe 

Little Minister 

Prince of the House of David 
She Fell in Love with her Husband 
Single Heart and Double Face 
An Unwilling Bride 


—93 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


Won by Waiting 

The Workingman’s Wife 

Mark Twain Not a Humorist 

Although Mark Twain had been practicing the art of let- 
ters for many years before 1905, and had achieved fame both 
at home and abroad as a humorist, he was not represented 
among the humorists of the catalog. The only reference to 
him is in a volume called Hot Stuff, “A Collection of Witty 
Writings by Mark Twain, Eli Perkins, Josh Billings, Bill 
Nye, Alexander Sweet, Bret Harte, De Witt Talmage, and 
nearly fifty others. Humor, wit, pathos, satire and ridicule, 
repartee, bulls and blunders, clerical wit and humor, lawyer’s 
wit and humor, anecdotes of great men, puns and conun- 
drums, riddles, puzzles, etc.” 

The catalog honors another humorist, however, by the in- 
clusion in its pages of Bill Nye’s Remarks — “the author’s 
greatest and best book.” It then adds a devastatingly anti- 
climactic sentence of appraisal: “It is one that will live for 
weeks after other books have passed away.” 

The age-old dislike of country folk for city folk, and their 
suspicion of the ways of urban dwellers, is pandered to in 
several volumes. The first is Jack Henderson Down East, a 
book which must have given the farmer-reader much pleas- 
ure because it describes the difficulties of the city slicker 
caught in his own trap ; or, more specifically, of the Chicago 
slicker caught in the toils of the more wily boys of bigger 
New York. 

It was “a story told in a series of letters of a Chicago 
rounder, who takes a trip down East to burn some money, 
and incidentally to have a little sport. What he butts into 
in his travels, is told in his own peculiar style and it loses 
nothing in the telling. His being cooped up in a Pullman car 
is laughable.” 

The second is Shams, or Uncle Ben’s Experience With 
Hypocrites, It glorifies the virtues of farmers as contrasted 
with the vices of city folk. “All who have crossed a farm or 
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halted in front of a country school house, will enjoy its read- 
ing. Uncle Ben’s trip to the city of Chicago and to California, 
and his amusing experiences with the shams and sharpers 
of the metropolitan world.” 

The third book which employed the same material and used 
the same sales appeal is Samantha at Saratoga. Here the 
country girl goes among the smart set and brings them down 
a peg or two. “The funniest book of all. Written amid the 
whirl of fashion at Saratoga. Take-off on fashion, flirtations, 
low-neck dresses, dudes, pug dogs, the water craze, tobog- 
gans, etc., in the author’s inimitable, mirth-provoking style. 
The 100 illustrations by Opper are ‘just killing!’ ” 

Sexology 

In 1905, judging from the popular literature and social 
conventions of the times, one might have come to the con- 
clusion that the rapid growth of the population proceeded not 
from the unholy contact of vile bodies, but out of pure par- 
thenogenesis. American censorship and American prudery 
made the circulation and reading of any book difficult for 
the masses unless it was “wholesome,” and the attitude of the 
country toward realistic literature was still that of Tennyson 
in “Locksley Hall Sixty Years After” : 

Authors — atheist, essayist, novelist, realist, rhymaster, play your 
part, 

Paint the mortal shame of nature imth the living hues of Art. 
Rip your brother^ vices open, strip your own foul passions bare; 
Down with Reticence, down with Reverence — forward — naked — 
let them stare. 

Peed the budding rose of boyhood with the drainage of your sewer; 
Send the drain into the fountain, lest the stream should issue pure. 
Set the maiden fancies wallowing in the troughs of Zolaism , — 
Forward, forward, ay and backward, downward too into the abysm. 

■ But there was a large group of books — many of them are 
listed in the catalog — about sex and its manifestations which 
escaped the ban because they purported to be “scientific” and 
at the same time dealt with the question in a “pure” manner. 
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These books, dragging in God, the Bible, and purity, are ob- 
viously the reverse of scientific. They were written and 
bought primarily for their appeal to the puritan mind as 
pornography. Pornography indeed of a particularly scabrous 
kind and dirtier than the writings of jakes on lavatory walls ; 
sootier than the laughter of yokels at a burlesque show; filth- 
ier than the talk of boys in a livery stable, because through- 
out these volumes the voice is allegedly the voice of God, but 
the tone is the tone of fornication. 

Consider, for example. Science of Life, by Professor 
Fowler. “This work treats of Sexual Science, which is simply 
that great code of natural laws by which the Almighty re- 
quires the sexes to be governed in their natural relations. A 
knowledge of these laws is of the highest importance. It is 
pure, elevating in tone, eloquent in its denunciation of vice.” 

And, it may be added, highly piquant. Such a description 
is as alluring to the prudish American mind as the conven- 
tional chandelier of bronze cherubim above the bed of a 
French demimondaine is to the French mind. 

The catalog’s Wedekind, contributing a mail-order Fruh- 
lings erwachen, was Alice B. Stockham. Her Creative Life 
was a medical guide for adolescent girls. This is how she 
treats that often terrifying and sometimes tragic period of 
transition from girlhood to womanhood. “Gives high ideals, 
the knowledge of which leads to a purity of life and thought. 
It will be a blessing to many in guiding aright the first con- 
scious recognition of the sexual instinct. The author wisely 
teaches that this impulse should be trained, and directed as a 
sacred trust, to conserve personal health and morals for serv- 
ice in the world.” 

In many Moslem countries, a male physician may not at- 
tend a woman in childbirth because to do so is to look upon a 
woman’s body plain, the woman of another man. This atti- 
tude in highly diluted form has also existed in America, and 
there was a time when women were too refined to consult 
even their physicians about sexual matters if the consulta- 
tion could possibly be avoided. Consequently, the catalog 
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offers two volumes which modest ladies might consult in the 
privacy of their homes without the necessity of baring their 
minds or their bodies to vulgar probers of abdomens or men- 
talities. One was: What All Married and Those Contemplat- 
ing Marriage Ought to Know. “It tells in a matter of fact, 
easily understood way, the thousand and one questions that 
occur to the minds of both young and old, but about which 
they feel a delicacy in consulting their physician.” 

But,.strangely enough, one book in Sears’ shelf of sexology 
stands out from all the rest. It is a book — ^whatever its con- 
tent — of immense importance to the student of the American 
mind, because the catalog’s description tells us in pointed lan- 
guage precisely what was the country’s attitude toward sex 
at the beginning of this century. This daring volume, by an 
anonymous, mail-order Ellen Key, was Karezza, or The 
Ethics of Marriage. Of it the catalog says: “She [the au- 
thor] controverts the prevailing idea of baseness and degra- 
dation associated with the sexual nature." [Author’s italics.] 

Edward Bok— Maxim Gorky— Grover Cleveland 

A glance at the world outside the catalog will prove how 
closely the catalog’s books reflected the American mind of 
1905. 

In 1906, at the suggestion of Lyman Abbott, Edward 
Bok, the editor of The Ladies’ Home Journal, began a rather 
guarded discussion of venereal diseases in his family maga- 
zine, with the result that he was overwhelmed with protests 
from virtuous readers and thousands of subscribers canceled 
their subscriptions. Bok tells how he “saw his own friends 
tear the offending pages out of the periodical before it was 
allowed to find a place on their home tables.” 

At the same time, the same magazine conducted a court of 
love in its columns with “A Lady From Philadelphia” as its 
conductor in the role of Margaret of Navarre. These are typ- 
ical questions and answers from the column: 

Myrtle: A man has kissed you whom you greatly 
admire, and you wish to know whether you are in duty 
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bound to forfeit his friendship in order to maintain your 
self-respect. No, but you will not risk losing his friendship 
if you resent familiarity. You may always forgive him 
you know — on condition that he does not repeat the 
offense. . . . 

Sadie: What to do “When a man persists in holding 
your hand in spite of all you can say?” No man, who is 
fit to be welcomed in your home, would refuse to release 
your hand if you asked him as if you meant it. Indeed it 
is not at all proper for a man to kiss you good-bye upon 
seeing you home after an entertainment unless you are 
engaged to him. 

So, too, in The Ladies’ Home Journal for 1905, there ap- 
peared an article by Grover Cleveland, ex-President of the 
United States. The headline tells the story : “I Am Persuaded 
that There' Are Women’s Clubs Whose Objects and Intents 
are Not Only Harmful, but Harmful in a Way that Directly 
Menaces the Integrity of our Homes.” 

Women, in Mr. Cleveland’s opinion, should stay in the 
home. The fact that many women could not find a home does 
not concern him. “I believe it should be boldly declared,” said 
Mr. Cleveland with a flash of his old fire, “that the best and 
safest club for a w;oman to patronize is her home. ... I would 
have our wives and mothers . . . happy and contented in fol- 
lowing the Divinely appointed paths of true womanhood, 
though all others may grope in the darkness of their own 
devices.” 

The final, and, concluding, incident of this period is the 
visit of Maxim Gorky to the United States in 1906. He and 
Madame Gorky were given a warm welcome on arrival and 
the great Russian writer was soon to be the guest of honor at 
a dinner to be attended by Mark Twain, William Dean How- 
ells, and other famous figures in the American world of lit- 
erature and politics. But hardly had the Russian couple set- 
tled down in their rooms in the Hotel Bell eclair e in New 
York before they were ejected because “the revolutionist was 
unable to satisfy the proprietor that the mother of Gorky’s 
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two children, who is still in Russia, had been divorced and 
that his present companion is his legal wife.” 

The Gorkys, it seems, were a menace to the sanctity of the 
American home, and were hounded from hotel to hotel and 
forced to deposit their luggage for safekeeping in the un- 
opinionated luggage room of the Grand Central Terminal. 
Finally, the couple found asylum in the home of a friend on 
Staten Island. The dinner to Gorky was canceled and Mark 
Twain gave the following statement to the newspapers : 

“Gorky came to this country to lend the influence of his 
great name — and it is great in the things he has written — ^to 
the work of raising funds to carry on the revolution in Rus- 
sia. By these disclosures he is disabled. It is unfortunate, . . . 
He is in a measure shorn of his strength. Such things as have 
been published relate to a condition that might be forgivable 
in Russia, but which offends against the customs in this coun- 
try. I would not say that his usefulness has been destroyed 
but his efficiency as a persuader is certainly destroyed. Every 
country has its laws of conduct and its customs, and those 
who visit a country other than their own must expect to con- 
form to the customs of that country.” 

Here we see Mark Twain applying the criterion of per- 
sonal “purity” to the person of a revolutionist and writer. He 
did not even take the trouble to ascertain whether or not the 
hypocritical charges against Gorky were true. It was enough 
for America’s most distinguished man of letters that the 
charges had been made. 

All over the United States, in newspapers and literary pub- 
lications and in private conversations, the Gorky scandal was 
heatedly discussed with what H. G. Wells called “imbecile ly- 
ing.” Finally — God shall we say? — ended the scandal. Shortly 
after it began came the San Francisco earthquake. The news- 
papers, the moralists, the good women, and the outraged 
writers such as Mark Twain turned to doing charity. 

Culture and Success by Mail 

In a series of “self-teaching” books, the catalog preached 
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the doctrine that a man could become the master of many 
languages and the expert practitioner of many trades through 
a few easy lessons at home. Thus, one could easily make the 
smooth transition from the language of hog calling to the 
language of Moliere; from drilling with a broom to a com- 
mission in the army; from daubing fences with a brush to 
wagon and carriage painting. 

This, of course, is an old American story. The pathetic 
fallacy that men can grow rich and cultured by reading this 
or that book was an ancient hoax long before the catalog of 
1905 appeared. So-called “how” books are still best sellers 
whether they are How to Win Friends and Influence People 
or How to Dance Like Fred Astaire in Six Easy Lessotts. The 
only difference between our period and the period of 1905 is 
that the present sales talks are couched in other terms and 
the cultures and professions are those that appeal to the 
modern taste, but essentially the argument and the fallacy re- 
main unchanged. Among Sears’ self-teaching books were : 

Bookkeeping Self Taught 

French Without a Master in Six Easy Lessons 

Three Roads to a Commission in the United States Army 

Carnage and Wagon Painting 

A Guide to Successful Auctioneering 

Modern Quadrille Book and Complete Dancing Master 

First Steps in Photography 

Modern Penmanship 

One Hundred Lessons in Business 

Books for Little Folks 

' The catalog’s list of children’s books stresses the fact that 
those offered will not cloud the purity of the child’s mind and 
will inculcate moral lessons valuable in afterlife. Leading all 
others are the Famous Elsie Books for Girls. “Beautiful 
books of a high moral order.” If the child reader’s eyesight 
lasted, she could journey with Elsie not only from Elsie’s girl- 
hood to motherhood, but also from her own childhood to mid- 
dle age, because Elsie’s creator was highly prolific and shook 
a new volume out of her kimono .sleeve every few months. 
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Let us look at the contents of these “beautiful books of a 
high moral order.” They are revelatory of parent-child rela- 
tionships in the United States in the latter half of the nine- 
teenth century and the pre-World War part of the twentieth, 
and of much else besides. 

Elsie is unjustly scolded by her teacher over some trifle and 

“She [Elsie] laid down the geography, and opening her 
desk, she took out a small pocket Bible, which bore the marks 
of frequent use. She turned over the leaves as though seeking 
for some particular passage, and at length she found it and 
wiping away the blinding tears, she read these words in a low, 
murmuring tone : 

“ ‘For this is thankworthy, if a man for conscience toward 
God endure grief, suffering wrongfully. For what glory is it 
if, when ye be buffeted for your faults, ye shall take it pa- 
tiently? but if when ye do well, and suffer for it ye take it 
patiently, this is acceptable with God. For even hereunto were 
ye called; because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an 
example that ye should follow his steps.’ 

“ ‘Oh ! I have not done it. I did not take it patiently. I am 
afraid I am not following in his steps,’ she cried bursting into 
an agony of tears.” 

And then later on. 

“ ‘O mammy, mammy ! I’ve been such a wicked girl today ! 
Oh ! I’m afraid I shall never be good. Never be like Jesus. I’m 
afraid that he is angry with me, for I have disobeyed him 
today.’ ” 

In another scene, a carriage in which Elsie and Lora are 
riding is dragged by runaway horses. Elsie is not afraid and 
afterward Lora says to her : 

“ ‘Oh Elsie ! I can’t help thinking all the time, what if we 
had been killed! Where would we all be now? Where would I 
have been? I believe you would have gone straight to heaven, 
Elsie; but / — oh! I should have been with the rich man the 
minister read about this morning, lifting up my eyes in tor- 
ment.’ ” (The author of the Elsie books meant that Lora 
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would have been in hell but she was too much the lady to use 
such language.) 

Little Elsie was perhaps an extreme case, and she got on the 
nerves of her own faniily, but still the Elsie books were put 
in the hands of thousands of little girls as models for their 
behavior. The morbid religious atmosphere and the unwhole- 
some concern with sin and one’s afterlife, impressed upon the 
minds of the young, undoubtedly played their part in the 
preservation of religious fundamentalism in this country. 

It was a long-standing doctrine of parent-child relationships 
in the United States that the child must render blind and 
unquestioning obedience to the parent, while the parent is 
under no obligation to explain anything to the child. This 
doctrine ran from early colonial days until relatively recently 
and is, of course, embodied in the Elsie books. Note the Con- 
necticut Code of Laws of 1672: 

If any man have a stubborn or rebellious Son of suffi- 
cient understanding and years, viz. 16 years of age, which 
shall not obey the voice of his Father, or the voice of his 
Mother, and that when they have chastened him he will 
not hearken unto them; then may his Father or Mother, 
being his natural parents lay hold on him and bring him 
to magistrates assembled in court and testify unto them, 
that their Son is Stubborn and Rebellious and will not 
obey their voice and chastisement but lives in sundry 
notorious crimes, such son shall be put to death. 

Thus, there was a time right here in the United States when 
a father had the power of life and death over his own son, 
and, although this power was later taken away, it is easy to 
see how the attitude of an implicit right to authority was 
firmly planted in the breast of American fathers. And there 
was the ever-potent Biblical backing for this authority. Not 
only the commandment to honor thy father and thy mother, 
but also, “Cursed be he that setteth light by his father and 
mother,” and “The eye that mocketh at his father, the ravens 
of the valley shall pluck it out, and the young ravens shall 
eat it.” 
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Elsie’s father stood, therefore, upon firm ground in this 
scene : 

“ ‘Through the meadow?’ said Mr. Dinsmore, ‘don’t you 
go there again Elsie, unless I give you express permission.’ 

“ ‘Why papa?’ she asked, looking up at him with some 
surprise. 

“ ‘Because I forbid it,’ he replied sternly ; ‘that is quite 
enough for you to know; all you have to do is obey, and you 
need never ask me why, when I give you an order.’ 

“Elsie’s eyes filled, and a big tear rolled quickly down her 
cheek. 

“ ‘I did not not mean to be naughty, papa,’ she said, strug- 
gling to keep down a sob, ‘and I will try never to ask why 
again.’ ” 


Elsie end Love 

Since normal sexual relations at the time of which we write 
were hidden behind a veil of secrecy and shame, children in 
many cases turned to the emotion of family affection as being 
uncomplicated by sex, but their natural physical feelings were 
in this way often perverted, and parental ties sometimes be- 
came abnormal in their strength and possessiveness. Elsie’s 
overstressed love for her father appears in this passage: 

“How to gain her father’s love was the constant subject of 
her thoughts, and she tried in many ways to win his affection. 
She always yielded a ready and cheerful obedience to his com- 
mands, and strove to anticipate and fulfill all his wishes. But 
he seldom noticed her, unless to give a command or administer 
a rebuke. . . . Often Elsie would . . . rush away to her own 
room to weep and mourn in secret, and pray that her father 
might someday learn to love her.” 

In the Elsie books, father and daughter suffer excruciating 
pain when they are separated by daughter’s marriage, yet, be- 
cause the books had to end somehow and could end only m 
marriage, the pains must be suffered. This scene is from Elsie 
on the Hudson: 
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Chester saves Lucilla from a convict and is wounded for his 
heroism. Lucilla’s father says : 

“ ‘I am too grateful to refuse him anything he may ask 
even to the daughter who is so dear to me that I can scarcely 
bear the thought of resigning her to another.’ 

“ ‘Oh, father, how could I ever endure to be parted from 
you !’ she cried, clinging more closely to him. 

“ ‘Dear child,’ he said, holding her close, ‘We will make it a 
condition that you shall not be taken away any distance. And 
in any event, you are still too young to leave your father. You 
must remain single and live with me for at least a year or 
two longer.’ 

“ ‘Oh, I am so glad to hear that !’ Lucilla said. . . 

Then Chester proposes marriage. 

“ ‘Will you be mine?’ he asked imploringly. 

“ ‘If papa consents and you will never take me far away 
from him.’ 

Papa : “ ‘I cannot give Lucilla entirely to you for a year or 
two more yet, but you can visit her every day if you like.’ 

“Captain Raymond did not at all enjoy the thought of even 
a partial giving up of his daughter to the care of another, but 
tried to forget that the time was coming when it must be 
done. . . .” 

This was the literature upon which thousands of parents of 
children, who came of age between 1900 and 1914, were 
nourished. Is it any wonder that these children set the pendu- 
lum swinging so violently that it smashed the clock? 

The Rollo Books for Boys 

In 1905 the Rollo books for boys were extremely popular, 
and the adventures of the goody-goody hero were depicted in: 

Rollo on the Atlantic 
Rollo on the Rhine 
Rollo in Naples 
Rollo in Scotland 
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The Rollo books and Rollo, the good boy, were typical o£ 
the fiction and the textbooks of the times. Virtue, noble 
thoughts, obedience to parents, and exemplary conduct in all 
of the boy’s relations were drilled into him in everything he 
read, with virtue always triumphant over vice. The late 
Clarence Darrow wrote amusingly of the instruction of his 
youth; * 

If we scholars did not grow up to be exemplary men 
and women, it surely was not the fault of our teachers 
or our parents, — or of the school book publishers. 

. . . Whether we were learning to read or write, studying 
grammar or composition, in whatever book we chanced 
to take, there was the moral precept plain on every page. 

. . . How these books were crammed with noble thoughts ! 

In them every virtue was extolled and every vice con- 
demned. . . . 

I remember the story about the poor widow of Pine 
Cottage, in the winter, with her five ragged children 
hovering around the little table. Widows usually had large 
families then, and most of their boys were lame. This 
poor widow had at last reached the point where starvation 
faced her little brood. She had tasted no food for twenty- 
four hours. Her one small herring was roasting on the 
dying coals. The prospect was certainly very dark; but 
she had faith, and somehow felt that in the end she would 
come out all right. A knock is heard at the back door. 

A ragged stranger enters and asks for food; the poor 
widow looks at her five starving children, and then she 
gives the visitor the one last herring; he eats it, and lo 
and behold! the stranger is her long-lost son, — probably 
one that was left over from the time when she was a 
widow before. The long-lost son came in disguise to find 
out whether or not his mother really loved him. He was, 
in fact, rich; but he had borrowed the rags at the tavern, 
and had just arrived from India with a shipload of gold, 
which he at once divided among his mother and brothers 
and sisters. . . . How could any child fail to be generous 
after this? 

* Clarence Darrow, Farmington. 
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For Want of a Shoe the Rider Is Lost 

In 1905, the village blacksmith was no figment of Long- 
fellow’s imagination. There were millions of horses and mules 
in this country, and thousands of men who practiced the now 
almost lost art of blacksmithing. The blacksmith was then as 
essential to society as the automobile mechanic is now; his 
trade was one which ofifered relative economic security and 
continually drew upon young men to fill ranks depleted by 
age or accident. The local smithy supplied shop practice and 
Sears, theory. It is a measure of the amazing technological 
transformation of the United States within the past thirty 
years that a book such as Practical Horseshoeing seems al- 
most as archaic to us as the language of Mandeville’s Bees. 
This volume was: 

“An invaluable treatise on the subject of the humane treat- 
ment of the horse, and the scientific treatment of the hoofs, 
by which the utility and endurance of this invaluable animal 
are increased two-fold.” 

Millions of today’s children know nothing of wagons — the 
great instrument of our national expansion — except the milk 
wagons of the cities. Yet only a short time ago, wagons were 
indispensable to transport, to commerce, and to the farms. Be- 
hind the scenes a large group of men built, repaired, and kept 
them moving. For them. Sears offered A Manual of Black- 
smithing by An Expert Blacksmith, whose terminology falls 
strangely upon ears accustomed to' the jargon of automobile 
mechanics : 

“The following subjects are fully treated: Forges and ap- 
pliances, hand tools, drawing down and upsetting, bending 
and ring making, miscellaneous examples of forged work, 
cranks, model work and die forging, home made forges, etc.” 

How to Be Popular In the Parlor 

Elocution, declamation, piano playing, card and coin tricks, 
mesmerism and hypnotism were once “accomplishments” re- 
quired of all who would be popular in the parlor. The young 
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man, or woman, who could not recite a poem or ballad, make 
a card disappear, or retrieve a coin from a glass of water, 
was a social leper. Through its books of recitations, entertain- 
ments, and tricks. Sears stood to the socially popular in the 
status of a combination gagman, librettist, and magician. In 
considering these volumes and their contents, it must be re- 
membered that in 1905 people relied largely upon their own 
resources for entertaining themselves and one another: the 
job had not yet been delegated to or taken over by Mr. Ford, 
the NBC, and Metro-Goldw 3 m-Mayer. 

One of the volumes of the times contains an illuminating 
preface which is an interesting critique of American man- 
ners; a plea for gaiety; an expression of rebellion against 
folded-hands dullness. It was called The Art of Amusing, 
Being a Volume Intended To Amuse Everybody, Enabling 
All To Amuse Everybody Else. A Regular Encyclopaedia of 
Social Evening Entertainment. 

The preface says : “Perhaps one of the great faults of the 
American is, that he does not amuse himself enough, at least 
in a cheerful, innocent manner. We are never jolly. . . . All 
other nations, the French, the German, the Italians, and even 
the dull English, have their relaxation, their merry-making; 
but we — ^why, a political or prayer-meeting is about the most 
hilarious affair in which we indulge. . . . 

“We should all be so much healthier, so much kinder, so 
much better Christians, if we would only amuse ourselves and 
each other a good deal more. We should get infinitely better 
work out of ourselves, and more of it, so that we should 
be richer into the bargain.” 

This preface plays upon two themes repeated over and over 
by Americans and by foreign visitors to America. (1) That 
Americans work too much and play too little. (2) That the 
object of amusement is not §heer joy but a preparation for 
more and better work. 

Typical of the scoldings delivered here on this subject by 
foreigners is the little lecture of Herbert Spencer, the English 
sociologist-philosopher, in 1882 at a banquet given him in 
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New York by two hundred prominent men. He told his hosts 
that in America “life is too joyless. . . . Work has become 
your passion. The hair of Americans turns gray ten years 
earlier than in England. American health is being undermined 
by stress of business and high-pressure life. The American 
almost ignores what good the passing day offers him. . . .” 

This in 1882 — ^the horse-and-buggy era that we of this gen- 
eration regard as Arcadian in its leisureliness and simplicity. 
What would Mr. Spencer have said if he had returned to New 
York in 1929? 

The other theme of the preface, that the object of amuse- 
ment is to make men healthier, wealthier, and enable them to 
do more work; is one that is repeated to this day. You do not, 
for example, play golf because you derive sensory pleasure 
from the warm sun or the green grass of the golf course or the 
stinging shower after the game. You play golf, or at least you 
say you play, because the game keeps you in good shape. Good 
shape for what? So that if you are an underwear manufac- 
turer you may sell more rayon panties than your competitor, 
or — in other fields — more buttons, canned salmon, or fly swat- 
ters. At the same time — and this is just as important — you 
make “contacts” on the golf course with buyers of panties, 
buttons, and fly swatters. Amusement for amusement’s sake 
is taboo. 

Similarly, a vacation is valuable because it enables you to 
return to your desk and do a better job; fishing quiets the 
nerves; playing tennis makes you a keener competitor. This 
attitude, in turn, has broader applications. Loafing becomes 
decadent. Hence the terms of opprobrium; leisure class and 
the idle rich. The French who are a highly industrious people, 
with some claims to being civilized, work in order to retire 
and loaf. But no man can loaf with honor in this country 
unless he has achieved heart trouble or sixty years of age. The 
theory of a Southern poet that “it is better to sit under a 
mango tree and focus one’s mind’s eye north,” is anathema to 
us. Even upon retiring, many an American, especially if he is 
rich, feels called upon to exert himself strenuously in doing 
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good works for the lame, the halt, the blind, horses, or dogs. 
So, too, in the Orient a man may contemplate his navel for a 
lifetime and die a saint, but, although we have had tree sitters 
and marathon dancers by the thousands, we have yet to pro- 
duce a single navel gazer. 

Consider the field of the senses and the appetites. We no 
longer, it appears, even eat and drink for the sheer pleasure of 
eating and drinking. Thus, you do not eat an apple because you 
like the apple’s taste. You do it because an apple a day keeps 
the doctor away. Raisins supply iron, spinach gives you sand 
for your gizzard, and orange juice is everything from an 
aphrodisiac to an antiseptic. Or travel. No American indus- 
trialist or banker ever goes to Paris merely to drink wine and 
look the girls over. Ah, no! When he takes the ship, it is 
announced that he has gone “to study conditions.” Thus, in 
such a prosperous year as 1929, the Folies-Bergere and the 
peep shows of Paris were cluttered with amateur American 
sociologists and economists studying conditions. 

The Boy Stood on the Burning Deck 

The widespread clan of elocutionists and declamationists — 
the passionate troubadours of our 1905 parlors — ^needed no 
equipment for the practice of their art save a book of recita- 
tions, a few lessons, a good memory, and an audience. The 
best of them, like the members of the Russian ballet, began 
their golden flights in youth. Thereafter elocution persisted 
in their bones, and a superior practitioner could recite “The 
Face on the Barroom Floor” while sleepwalking. Little boys 
began early in school by reciting verses such as these : 

You’d scarce expect one of my age 
To speak in public on the stage. 

But if I chance to fall below 
Demosthenes or Cicero 
Don’t view me with a critic’s eye 
But pass my imperfections by. 

Large streams from little fountains flow; 

Tall oaks from little acorns grow; 
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And though I now am small and young, 

Yet all great learned men, like me, 

Once learned to read their A, B, C. 

It may be true that every American boy yearns to become 
President of the United States. It may also be true that it^s 


The Teething Ring of American Orators 


better to be right than to be President. But boys who recited 
in 1905 wanted neither to be President nor even to be right : 
they craved, instead, to be good. 

Oh whereas the town, go far go near. 

That does not find a rival here. 

Or where's the hoy hut three feet high 
Who's made improvement more than I? 

These thoughts inspire my youthful mind 
To be the greatest of mankind; 

Great, not like Caesar, stained with blood. 

But, like Washington, great in good. 

From the context of the one bit of verse, so far as is known, 
written by the late John D. Rockefeller, it is evident that he 
was a boy elocutionist filled with noble sentiments. He wrote : 

I was early taught to work as well as play; 

My life has been one long, happy holiday. 

Full of life, full of play" 

I dropped the worry on the way — 

And God 7ms good to me every day, 

Mr. Rockefeller was a devout churchgoer and contributor 
of millions of dollars to the institution of his creed — the Bap- 
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tist church. And because good children recited pious verses at 
school^ in Sunday school, and in the parlor, it is not improbable 
that these lines once fell from the lips of the future founder of 
the Standard Oil Company: 

In Adames fall 
We sinned all. 

The Deluge drowned 
The earth around. 

As runs the glass 
Our life doth pass. 

Young Ohiedias, 

David, Josias, 

All were pious. 

Zaccheus he 
Did climb a tree 
Our Lord to see. 

Recitations for adults were most successful when they were 
not only dramatic, enabling the recitalist to display the thou- 
sand facets of his art, but also taught a moral lesson. These 
qualities are perfectly combined in mercifully brief form in 
'The Captain’s Daughter” : 

We were crowded in the cabin; not a soul would dare to sleep; 

It was midnight on the waters, and a storm was on the deep. 

^Tis a fearful thing in winter to be shattered by the blast. 

And hear the rattling trumpet thunder ''cut away the mastT 
So shuddering there in silence; for the stoutest held his breath. 
While the angry sea was roaring, the breakers talked of death. 

And as thus we sat in darkness^ each one busy in his prayers^ 

^We are lost!'" the captain shouted, staggering down the stairs. 

But his little daughter whispered, as she took his icy hand, 

^'Isn't God upon the ocean, just the same as on the land?" 

Then we kissed the little maiden, and we spoke in better cheer; 
And anchored safe in harbor when the moon was shining clear. 
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Show Me Yoor Hand 


Long before the Delphian oracle had built up an immense 
reputation throughout the Ancient World as the champion 
crystal reader of those times, men had attempted to read the 
fpture as it was revealed in the arrangements of the stars in 
ihe heavens or in the intestines of a fowl. Sears’ customers in 
1:905 were responding, therefore, to an impulse almost as old 
as the race when they, too, attempted to peer into the future 


'7 See a Tall, Dark, Handsome Man Coming into 
Your Life” 



through the use of fortunetelling books, dream books, and 
playing cards. 

Americans who pride themselves upon being a hard-boiled 
and skeptical people are, in fact, extremely superstitious. For- 
tunetellers flourish throughout the land; shopgirls seek their 
future in tea leaves at lunchtime, and it is not unusual to find 
New York Stock Market speculators consulting a lady astrol- 
ogist or numerologist to ascertain whether the stars are propi- 
tious for going short of a block of General Motors common. 
And there are women in America who have made a pilgrimage 
to Freud, who read Proust and collect Picasso, and yet have 
their palms read by a Madame Zaza. Rural buyers, therefore, 
of such catalog volumes as How to Tell Fortunes by Cards 
were merely following in the native tradition. 

Once you had learned how to tell fortunes by cards it then 
became necessary to buy the cards, and the finest were Mme. 
Le Normand’s Gypsy Witch Fortune Telling Cards. This 
great woman who seems to have performed in her own per- 
son the remarkable feat of being at once French, gypsy, and 
witch, “prophesied to Napoleon I. his future greatness, and 
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the downfall of many princes and great men of France.” She 
seems, however, to have been unconscious of her own im- 
pending death, for “the author has left behind her Such a 



Madame Le Normand's Cards Predict Bryan Will 
Become President 


reputation, the memory of so unusual a talent, that we believe 
we shall do a favor to the admirers of her system by publish- 
ing the cards which were found after her death.” 

What's Wrong with This Picture? 

The French maintain that they and the Qiinese are the 
only civilized peoples in the world, because both possess the 
two qualities the French consider indispensable to civiliza- 
tion: a cuisine and a code of etiquette. Whatever the defi- 
ciencies of our national cuisine, it is no fault of our publish- 
ers and writers if we have not achieved a superior etiquette, 
because each generation' for more than a hundred and fifty 
years has had one or more Emily Posts. And the catalog, in 
its role of chef de protocol to the American people, yearly 
offers publications on etiquette. 

In 1905, it presented two guides to conduct: Manners: A 
Book of Etiquette and Social Customs, and Practical Eti- 
quette: A Strictly Modern Book On Politeness. . . . “Hints 
on politeness and good breeding, sensible talks about etiquette 
for home, visiting, parties, social intercourse, dress, etc.” 

Books on etiquette give a picture of the times in which they 
circulate. They are an invaluable aid to a study of the United 
States, for they reflect the current codes of behavior. At the 
same time they must be taken with a grain of salt, because 
their sternness of tone and frequent lamentations show that 
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the evils they denounce are much in evidence. Throughout 
our history, rebels have been breaking down old standards of 
behavior and setting up new ones. The sin of yesterday be- 
comes the custom of today; for example, women smoking or 
“making-up” in public. 


Jhre ybu at lEaseJlmong Strangers ? 


‘ People of cultttfe* And good breettirigf caa 
be tecogriized at opce. Tbey are calm* wdjj 
ppiSedb at ease. They^have dignity 
asajirancc. Why? - Because they are fbrfi- 
Urn with tbe knowledge of what to do* what 
to say and how to act on ]«!Very occasion. 

But there are other pereons who are never 
at ease bef'ore pcdple, They are awkward, 
pelf cpns^ioifs, learful ailT the tune that they 
will do Something that is not right. These 
people are afraid to accept invitations because 
they dori^t know what to wear. They are 
afraid to" go to receptions, balls* uniormal 
gatherings,, because they do not know how 
to act, They have a haunting fear of making 
social blunders. They don't know how to 
acknowledge formal invitations, they do not 
know the social customs that every man and 
woman should, know. 

Withrthe aid of you need never 

be at a loss to know what to do on all occa- 
sions., This book will give you the key 'to 

Shipbmg wmkht, i pound. 

3V350O— ETlQUETtE^- 
An Encycloipedia of Good 
Meiuier#, arid Social fiO/. 



A well-known Chesterfield of the 1880’s was Professor 
G. A. Gaskell, teacher of penmanship and bookkeeping in 
New Jersey, who published a large volume entitled, Compen- 
dium of Forms; Educational, Social, Legal, and Commercial. 
Here the Professor suggests that if you write a letter of con- 
dolence write one that makes sense; do not offer vague and 
unattainable comfort. Thus, if your friend has lost one arm, 
congratulate him because he did not lose the other. The art of 
conversation will flourish if you avoid religious or political 
topics and the use of satire, and do not attempt to speak when 
your mouth is full. 

If you are going on a honeymoon, it is well to buy the tick- 
ets in advance so that there will be no delay at the depot. 
The newlyweds will become better acquainted if friends do 
not accompany them on their wedding journey. 
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Professor Gaskell is not the first one to criticize American 
table manners, and he lays down certain rules of etiquette 
designed to make things move smoothly at dinner : 

Never carry food away from the table. 

Never smack the lips when eating. 

Never put your finger or your knife into your mouth. 

Never make drawings on the tablecloth. 

Never “ah” or “oh” when the dishes are uncovered and 
their contents are revealed. 

When fishing with ladies, gentlemen should bait the ladies’ 
hook and remove the fish. 

A comparison between old books of etiquette and a new 
one will illuminate some phases of social change in this coun-' 
try since the Civil War. 

Query: Have women brains? If so, should they display 
them in the presence of men, or sit on them? In 1860, this is 
how Miss Leslie's Behavior Book answered these questions : 

“Generally speaking,” she said, “it is a mistake for ladies 
to attempt arguing with gentlemen on political or financial 
topics. All the information that a woman can possibly acquire 
or remember on these subjects is so small . . . that the discus- 
sion will not elevate them in the opinion of masculine minds. 

. . . Men are very intolerant towards women who are prone 
to contradiction and contention when the talk is out of their 
sphere; but very indulgent towards a modest and attentive 
listener who only asks questions for the sake of information. 
Men like to dispense knowledge, but few of them believe that 
in departments exclusively their own, they profit much by the 
suggestions of women. . . . Truth is, the female sex is really 
as inferior to the male in vigor of mind as in strength of 
body.” 

In other words, according to Miss Leslie, who seems to 
have known her way about despite her ladylike manner, the 
way to get your man is to let him do all the talking. A wom- 
an who listens with adoring eyes and closed mouth will be 
regarded by the male talker as both fascinating and intelli- 
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gent. Has this attitude changed since she wrote seventy-five 
years ago ? 

Let us listen to advice given debutantes by Miss Alice 
Leone Moats in No Nice Girl Swears (1933) : 

“She Qhe debutante^ needn’t make an effort to appear bril- 
liant — brains are a handicap to the debutante, all she has to 
do is to look vastly interested and amused at everything her 
neighbor says and keep up a steady flow of adjectives when 
he pauses for breath.” 

Query: Should a gentleman drink anything more than a 
glass of champagne in the presence of a lady? Should he get 
drunk while with her? Should a lady ever be caught even 
dead with a man who was not of irreproachable character 
and conduct ? 

The answer to all these questions in all the etiquette books 
from 1860 to 1918 is a flat: no! But, in 1933, Miss Moats 
says: 

“When your mothers came out, learning to handle a drunk 
was not an essential part of a debutante’s education. Now 
every girl has to be capable not only of shifting for herself, 
but, more often than not, of looking out for her escort as 
well.” 

Query: Is the reputation for being a flirt one “to be 
dreaded by young ladies?” Yes, say the older etiquette books. 

And in 1933? Yes, says Miss Moats. “Anyone will admit 
that in the long run a reputation for being a heavy necker 
doesn’t really add to a girl’s popularity. . . . But after all, this 
whole business is a very personal problem and one that you 
can scarcely expect someone else to work out for you.” 

Query: May a girl go anywhere without a chaperon? An 
etiquette book of 1900 answers the question and tells a story 
by way of pointing the moral : 

“No girl willingly owns that she has been fifty yards from 
her own door after dark without a chaperon. A chaperon 
often averts great embarrassment. One night, at a theatre, in 
a box, were seated two very youthful maids and two older 
men. The play developed suddenly into an unspeakable situa- 
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tion. The two girls sat crimson, the men were squirming in 
their chairs. It seemed the lesser of two evils to sit still and be 
as inconspicuous as possible. A maturer woman would have 
given the signal for the party to leave the box quietly.” 

The hard facts of living, the realities of the struggle for 
existence changed all this for millions of women. Ever since 
the Civil War, women had been going into industry and com- 
merce; earning their own keep. Economically dependent on 
no man and far removed from the status of the sheltered 
women discussed in the etiquette books, they disregarded 
both man and the books in their conduct. They came and went 
as they pleased, with or without a man, and certainly without 
a chaperon. Eventually American women came to enjoy more 
freedom from this point of view than any other women in the 
world, and for the bachelor girl with her apartment new 
books such as Live Alone and Like It were written. Working 
girls actually led girls of social position and wealth down the 
road to this freedom, and chaperonage now exists only in 
attenuated form for debutantes. 

Query : When you write your current beau should you tell 
all? Not all, warn the older books. “Avoid all pretty sayings, 
compliments, or suggestions. Write just such a reply as you 
would be willing to have read in a room full of strangers.” 

1933 model (by Miss Moats) : “When your latest beau 
goes to South America, don’t try to out-Ethel Miss Dell. . . . 
If you can’t restrain yourself, at least extract a promise from 
your correspondent that he will tear up the letters as soon as 
they are read.” 

Finally: May a woman pursue a man? Unthinkable, an- 
swer the lady mentors of the past. 

But by 1928 even Emily Post broke down and made this 
damaging admission: “Catlike, she may do a little stalking.” 

Standard Library Sets 

Sears’ serious readers in 1905 bought good books which 
have long since disappeared from the catalog, just as the kind 
of men who read them have in general disappeared from 
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American rural and small-town life. They bought such books 
as Grote’s History of Greece : 

“New edition. Mr. Grote has illustrated and invested with 
an entirely new significance a portion of the past history of 
humanity. He has made great Greeks live again before us and 
has enabled us to realize Greek modes of thinking. Four vol- 
umes, $2.89.” 

Also listed were Gibbon’s The Decline and Fall of the Ro- 
man Empire, five volumes, price $1.85; Prescott’s Conquest 
of Peru, 65 cents; Macaulay’s Works, five volumes, price per 



They Read Books Like This on the Farm 
and in the Towns Before Colleges Took 
Over the People’s Education 


set, 65 cents ; Green’s History of the English People, four 
volumes, 98 cents, and volumes of Ruskin, Kipling, Steven- 
son, Shakespeare, Lyall, Dickens, and other “standard” au- 
thors, at exceedingly low prices. 

The works of General Lew Wallace were incredibly popu- 
lar — especially Ben-Hur. Their success made him rich, and 
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America Enjoyed 
Dickens Before It 
Had Been Over- 
whelmed by Pros- 
perity. Reading 
Time: One Year 
and Three Months 


Minister to Turkey. One wonders whether the Department of 
State had ever read the General’s writing. For it was the 
strange fate of this chronicler of the suffering of Christians 
of the first centuries of the Christian era to be sent as Min- 

— 118 — 




REAOIHG MAKETH A FULL MAN 

ister to Turkey — the Moslem power which, nineteen centuries 
after the birth of Christianity, ruled over its holiest places in 
Palestine. 

“Good Books Make Short Evenings” 

These words introduce the catalog reader — in 1915 — to the 
huge wartime edition listing ten thousand books, or, in num- 
bers alone, what amounts to a fair-sized library. Rich Amer- 
ica was growing richer as the result of the first World War. 
This country was spending more money on education than 
any other country in the world. Millions of its people had en- 
joyed the alleged benefits of a high-school or college educa- 
tion. Many of the states were devoting nearly one half of 
their total revenues to schools, and everywhere the cry arose 
for greater appropriations. In the period 1906-16, Andrew 
Carnegie had built one thousand library buildings, and by 
1914 the country had 3,000 libraries each possessing more 
than 5,000 books. Given this background what did the cata- 
log book buyer read? The answer is short but not sweet: 
trash. 

The catalog, be it ever remembered, is no sentimentalist 



We Buy 'Em, You Grab 'Em. The Country's Literary Taste 
Is Shell-Shocked in the Second Year of the World War 
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urging the people onward and upward. And because it re- 
frains from attempts at uplift, we can see the people more 
clearly in their own light. 

In 1915, the catalog features three novels. The first is Ben- 
Hur, “The Most Remarkable and Masterly Novel of the Cen- 
tury.” It is here in a new edition, “each book covered with 
an illustrated jacket showing a gorgeous reproduction in 
colors of the Chariot Race. Price 39^J.” 

The second featured novel is Corporal Cameron by Ralph 
Connor. What were its components according to the cata- 
log? 


Glamour; Soldier service on the frontier. 

Romance : Tender romance of a human hero. 

Spirit: Vigorous and wholesome. 

Men: Strong men who are not afraid. 

Women : Tender, pure, ready to meet death for love. 
Scenery: The great outdoors. 

Price: 39(5 

The last of the trilogy is The Life Everlasting by Marie 
Corelli. What did the buyer of this book get for his thirty- 
nine cents? 

Love: An overpowering and occult love. 

Locale: A yacht on northern lochs. Past incarnations 
in granite Egypt and purple Rome. Finally, a strange 
monastery amid the eternal snows. 

Romance: Highly colored. 

Woman : Dares all and is rewarded. 

Passion ; Mortal and immortal. 

These three were catalog favorites in 1915. 

Moving-Picture Noveis 

Here is something new under the publishing sun, and the 
moving-picture novels reflect the public’s taste both in novels 
and motion pictures. These books pose the old question of 
which came first : the hen or the egg? Is the procedure to read 
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the book and then see the movie, or vice versa? Sears, per- 
haps because it did not run movies but sold books, suggests 
that its customers first read the novels. 

The catalog says : “Here are the popular novels, the stories 
which have been put on the screen as feature reels" : 


^ Sock'See ffteJUovie 

BEN-HDR. 



The Story of the Christ 

By General Lew Wallace 

The tender lilt of a love sonsr mixed with the thundering, dashing 
cymbals of mad lust re-echo through and through this fasdnating 
story of the time when Rome was arrogant mistress of the world-^ 
when old Egypt glowed like a smouldering dame in splendid decline 
— and the whole is softened and mellowed by the tender touch of 
the Christ, whose life and final supreme sacafice is most dramati* 
cally told. 

Ben-Hur will leave you breathless with Its mighty wonder, 
^ng after the book is laid aside jrou will remember the tense, 
fierce atmosphere of the arena, the vivid description of the famous 
dbariot race and the soul stirring scene of the crudfixion. You 
are unfair to yourself unless you fead this immortal masterpiece 
of General Lew Wallace. 

This story will be released in the movies very shortly* and, m 
order to properly appreciate the movie, you should read the book 
first. Bound in doth. 491 pages. Size, indies. Ship* 

ping weight, iiounds, 

3D3.03. 
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Brewster’s Millions 
Chip of the Flying U 
The Goose Girl 
The House of Bondage 
Lion and the Mouse 
Port of Missing Men 
The Squaw Mam, 
Soldiers of Fortune 


By George Barr McCutcheon 
By B. M. Bower 
By Harold MacGrath 
By R. W. Kauffman 
By Klein and Hornblow 
By Meredith Nicholson 
By Faversham and Boyle 
By Richard Harding Davis 
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Mail-Order Love 

In the mail-order world, as in the greater world of which 
it is a part and which it reflects, many things change with the 
passing of time, but one thing does not change. It is that love 
always ends before the altar with “the bride becomingly at- 
tired in a white satin dress, carrying a white Bible and lilies- 
of-the-valley.” This world has no patience with past or con- 
temporary Heros and Leanders, Paolos and Francescas, 
Heloises and Abelards. It would not swap one marriage li- 
cense for a trainload of roses and raptures. While Sears is 
conscious of the potent legend that marriage is made in 
heaven, it feels that a little tactful guidance on its part to- 
ward matrimony could harm neither angels nor men. In this 
spirit, the 1905 catalog presents a group of books which shows 
the reader how to make the course of true love flow smoothly 
toward the altar. 

Here, for example, is the catalog’s Ars Amatoria, for only 
fifteen cents. It is called Lovers’ Guide and Manual : 


Recipe Book for Love, Satisfaction Guaranteed or 
Your Money Back 


“Contains full descriptions for conducting a courtship with 
ladies of every age and position in society. Explains all about 
love, young men and marriage, young women and matrimony, 
courtship, bachelors, essence of good breeding, proposals, 
love thoughts of famous writers, love letters. . . . Language 
of flowers, code of flirtations, character reading, including 
rules for handkerchief, parasol, fan, hat, postage stamp, 
cigar, glove, eye, whip, pencil flirtation and lovemaking.” 

Throughout the ages men have written love letters to worn-' 
en, and even the great Casanova sometimes took quill in hand 
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to supplement more direct methods. And although the woods 
of America were filled with strong men who could tear a bear 
limb from limb, or toss a bull into the air like so much con- 
fetti, they broke down blubbering and stammering in the 
presence of a pure woman whom they loved. Sears sets out 
therefore to give first aid to the inarticulate, and, inasmuch 
as the mail-order method moved mountains of merchandise, 
why would not the same method move frail woman’s heart? 
The delicate device provided for the purpose was North’s 
Book of Love Letters: 

“With directions how to write them and when to use them. 

. . . Few persons, however otherwise fluent with the pen, are 
able to express in words the promptings of the first dawn of 
love. It tells how to follow up a correspondence with the dear- 
est one in the whole world, and how to smooth the way with 
those who need to be consulted in the matter. It also contains 
the art of secret writing, the language of love portrayed, and 
rules in grammar, etc. Price 14?J.” 

The Renascence of Sex 

Sex and sin were synonymous in the 1905 catalog. But by 
1915, the tentative conclusion seems to have been reached 
that sex, whether we liked it or not, was a fact just as ty- 
phoid was a fact, and America decided to give the apparatus 
and the manifestations of human reproduction a belated de 
facto recognition. A sperm, it was at last discovered, need 
not necessarily be a species of whale. And the catalog, never 
in advance of, but barely abreast of, the throng, no longer 
apologizes for the contents of its sex books or sugar-coats 
them with assurances that they “will not offend the most re- 
fined.” Flushed with the pagan joy of its new-found freedom, 
it actually boasts of the fearlessness of its medical authorities. 
Thus, Marriage by Dr. Julia Seaton, “is remarkable for its 
freedom of expression and fearless in its conclusions.” 

It was inevitable that we should have a popular literature 
of the psychology of sex, because few words hold more en- 
chantment for us — a people fascinated by the pseudoscientific 
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— than the word “psychology.” Since we are impatient of pure 
science and of theory, we insist upon making immediate and 
“practical” applications of the tentative conclusions of scien- 
tists and investigators. Hence, in our common tongue, it is 
“good psychology” to do this, “bad psychology” to do that. 
We have a psychology of salesmanship, of interior decorat- 



The Mail-Order Havelock Ellis, or. How to Skate 
on Thin Ice with Roller Skates 


ing, of delicatessen management, of tap dancing. What more 
natural then than a popular psychology of sex ? And why not 
make a delectable dish of it by spicing it with the red pepper 
of the discoveries being made in Vienna by that fellow called 
Dr. Freud? 

This seemed entirely reasonable. So, turning thought into 
action. Dr. Seaton cooked up an olla podrida called Psychol- 
ogy of the Solar Plexus and the Subconscious Mind. We may 
well take the catalog’s word for it that this is “an extraordi- 
nary book full of new and interesting statements.” It was, in 
fact, a miracle book. “Invaluable in the cure of mental and 
nervous diseases, in voice culture and for singers.” 

And, it might have been added, extremely dangerous to the 
reader. Just as the country was once flooded with fake medi- 
cines purporting to cure all ills from cancer to hoof-and- 
mouth disease, so now, in 1915, it began to be flooded with 
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books filled with recipes enabling the mental sufferer to cure 
himself. 

Here again the catalog reflects accurately what is happen- 
ing in America. The misuse and perversion of the incomplete 
data of psychology, psychiatry, and of the so-called social 
sciences are confined neither to the catalog’s authors nor to 
its readers. 

“A Columbia professor,” writes Dr. Abraham Flexner,* 
“greatly concerned with the personal characteristics of indus- 
trial leaders, suggests an interview so framed 'as to bring to 
light the emotional conditioning of the types of experience 
which have led one man to become bitter, another pugna- 
cious, another very diplomatic and still another frank and 
open in a cooperative way. . . .’ 

“I am inclined to award the palm to a questionnaire re- 
search into 'the origin and nature of common annoyances’ 
by Professor Cason of the University of Rochester. Profes- 
sor Cason read this important paper at the Ninth Interna- 
tional Congress of Psychology in Sept. 1929. After several 
years’ work, he compiled a list of 21,000 annoyances, but 
finding duplication and many instances of spurious annoy- 
ances, he boiled the list down to 507, which he arranged on a 
scale marked from 30 to 0. 'To find hair in food I am eating,’ 
is marked 26, 'a dirty bed’ 28, 'cockroaches’ 24, 'to see bald- 
headed men’ 2, etc. !” 

Dr. Flexner concludes : “It would be obviously unfair to 
call attention to the absurdities I have mentioned but for the 
fact that they are so numerous as to be representative of a 
large part of the literature of sociology and education — so 
large as to imperil the development of a scientific spirit in 
either field. . . .” 


History 1$ Bunk 

“History,” said Mr. Henry Ford on a memorable occasion, 
“is bunk.” These words coming from a man so colossally rich 

* Abraham Flexner, Universities: American, English, German, pp. 
108 - 09 . 
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carry weight, because in our tradition a rich man is more or 
less an authority on everything. But, whatever the weight of 
his words or lack of it, many of his countrymen seem to agree 
with him. Bunk or not, America had had three hundred years 
of stirring history by 1915, but the catalog’s customers seem 
either to have had no curiosity about it or perhaps satisfied 
their curiosity elsewhere. Sears’ sole contribution to Ameri- 
can history in 1915 is Edward Eggleston’s Household His- 
tory of the United States and Its People. 

Rural and small-town America wanted books about the 
West, not academic studies like those of Frederick Turner on 
the frontier, but lusty, coagulated-blood tales of gore, fight- 
ing, stampedes, cattle rustling, and derring-do. And the cata- 
log gave them what they wanted in rich abundance. 

Typical of the “history” in demand was Indian Horrors, 
or Massacres by The Red Men. Naturally there are no books 
describing white massacres of Indians, although there are 
two about Buffalo Bill. But nothing is said of Sitting Bull, 
the Indian hero of Custer’s Last Stand, or of the horrors of 
white civilization from his point of view. In the summer of 
1885, Sitting Bull, the hunted Indian, was a member of a 
wild West show conducted by Buffalo Bill, the Indian hunter. 

“Sitting Bull traveled with the show all summer. In the 
States he endured with silent dignity the booing and curses 
and cat-calls of the American crowds, sold his autographed 
photographs like hot cakes, shook hands with the President, 
and acquired a taste for oyster stew. ... 

“Sitting Bull made money, most of which, as Annie Oakley 
bears witness, ‘went into the pockets of small, ragged boys. 
Nor could he understand how so much wealth could go brush- 
ing by, unmindful of the poor.’ He formed the opinion that 
the white men would not do much for Indians when they let 
their own flesh and blood go hungry. Said he, ‘The white man 
knows how to make everything, but he does not know how to 
distribute it.’ ”* 

As a people we have never been intensely interested in our 

* Stanley Vestal, Sitting Bull, pp. 256-57. 
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adventures overseas, whether in the Philippines, Alaska, 
Cuba, or even in the Argonne. But our interest in the settling 
and winning of the West never decreases. For it was this 
achievement, the peculiar institutions derived from it, the 
men who brought it about, and the backdrop against which 
it was played, that we think of as uniquely and typically 
American. The Old South was an Anglo-Saxon squirearchy 
functioning through slaves, but this was not peculiarly Amer- 
ican but rather tropical American. In the West Indies, Brazil, 
the Argentine, and elsewhere in South America, there were 
Spanish prototypes of the Southern gentry holding slaves, 
codes of honor, and conceptions of duty not unlike those to 
be found at Natchez. New England was much like old Eng- 
land : a land of small farmers, shippers, bankers, craftsmen, 
and merchants. But the West was siii generis, and it is Dan- 
iel Boone crossing the wilderness with his long rifle, rather 
than Paul Revere clattering to alarm the countryside, who 
beguiles the imagination of our times. 

By 1876, the Old West was gone; by 1890, the frontier was 
practically closed. But as we march farther away from those 
years the legend of the West grows; a restless people yearns 
subconsciously for the days when freedom of movement and 
free lands were unlimited, and the covered wagon seems a 
golden argosy to a man riding on the 7:57 to his desk in the 
city. 

Out of remembrance of and nostalgia for things past, we 
try even to recreate some of the characteristics of the van- 
ished West: the buffalo lives again in guarded Federal herds; 
the Indian population increases mightily in government nurs- 
eries, and cowboys wear chaps on dude ranches for the benefit 
of fat-bottomed women from the East. The movies, that move 
to the pragmatic doctrine of “giving ’em what they want,” 
find that the horse opera always produces dividends. This pe- 
culiarly American form of entertainment has recently been 
glorified in such films as Union Pacific and Dodge City in 
which horsemen make history. Sears’ book department, 
therefore, followed good business practice in offering the 
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public a host of books on the West of which The Red Blooded 
Heroes of the Frontier is typical. The catalog’s synopsis of it 
might be the outline of a Western movie of today: 

“Tales of frontier heroes who faced annihilation in the 
bloody track of the crafty Indians, bad men, outlaws and 
border bandits. Hair raising adventures of men who were 
jugglers with death on the outposts of civilization. Thrilling 
stories of fights with Indians; their attacks on the prairie 
schooners; and their raids when the Indians left trails red 
with the blood of many an innocent victim, and gray with the 
ashes of many a plundered ranch and farmhouse . . . the hold- 
ing up of the Overland Mail, etc.” 

Science and Health 

A new bible comes into the 1915 catalog: Science and 
Health, for Christian Scientists. It was not mentioned in 
1905, and its presence ten years later in the catalog is evi- 
dence of the growth and acceptance — after sharp hostility — 
of this new religion in America. 

Havelock Ellis once wrote that men of the East like to sit 
in coffeehouses spinning new religions and tossing them away 
just as they export their tawdry vases to the West. Religion 
spinning is one of our national habits. Some of the religions 
make sense; others make only wonderful nonsense; but we 
go on creating them just the same. Among those that make 
sense for a great number of intelligent people is Christian 
Science, and its growth was so rapid that, at the time of Mary 
Baker Eddy’s death in 1910, the church had 100,000 members, 
ample financial backing, and Mrs. Eddy left an estate valued 
at three million dollars. 

Christian Science did not grow, however, without great op- 
position. Mark Twain attacked it savagely; thousands ridi- 
culed its doctrines of healing, and Mr. Dooley seems to have 
spoken for the whole people when he wrote: “I think that if 
the Christian Scientists had some science, and the doctors 
more Christianity, it wunnen’t make any difference which ye 
called in — if ye had a good nurse.” But the new religion con- 
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tinned to grow and to spread from the cities to the small 
towns and the country, as is evidenced by the fact that the 
1915 catalog lists four varieties of Science and Health. Prices 
ranged from $1.35 to $3.35. 


Our Favorite Novelists 

The book section of the 1925 catalog is almost oblivious 
to the extraordinary changes that had taken place in Ameri- 
can prose fiction since the beginning of the century. As early 
as 1900, the; change from the romantic idealism of nineteenth- 
century American novels to the grim realism of the twentieth 
century had begun with Theodore Dreiser’s much-damned 
Sister Carrie. Dreiser flouted the deeply held American be- 
lief (at least in books) that virtue always triumphs over vice; 
refused to accept as either fixed or just the conventional moral 
codes of society, and acidly sketched the streaks of hypocrisy 
in the souls of men. 

Changing economic conditions, too, began to affect the 
novel. The closing of the frontier, the concentration of 
wealth, and the creation of monopolies increased the eco- 
nomic pressure on the average American and found expres- 
sion in such novel-studies as Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, 
and Dreiser’s The Financier and The Titan. In the face of 
the hard facts of life and the difficulties of making a living 
in twentieth-century America, romanticism seemed out of 
date ; a new interest arose in the classes, and the common man 
against a commonplace background began to emerge as a 
major character in the new novels. 

Immediately after the World War, there ensued in Amer- 
ica a period of almost neurotic unrest, of bitter disillusion- 
ment, and a sharp revival of nationalism. The enormous 
popular success of Sinclair Lewis’s Main Street, in 1920, 
clearly showed that a new spirit had arisen in this country. 
Here the heroine, Carol Kennicot, rebels against the dullness 
of the people and the environment in which she lives ; dis- 
covers that dullness is not a virtue but a vice, and concludes 
that the exposure of the mind to dull people is almost as 
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wrong as to expose it to vicious company. The enthusiastic 
reception of the book proved that thousands of other people 
in the country must have reached the conclusions arrived at 
by Carol Kennicot, and dimly resented the increasing tend- 
ency to standardize human beings as machine products were 
being standardized. 

Two years later (1922), Lewis shifted his scene in Bab- 
bitt from the village to the city. Here he portrays a noisy and 
moderately successful businessman who feels at bottom that 
he has been cheated of joy in his personal life because he con- 
formed religiously to the conventions of the community, 
without obeying his own inner impulses, and so achieved 
merely a life of discontent and frustration. 

As the American novel moved from romanticism to real- 
ism, and as it painted the contemporary scene and contempo- 
rary man in drab colors, it also threw off old attitudes about 
sex. Affected, too, by the new psychology stirring in the 
world, it made minute studies of the normal, the subnormal, 
and the abnormal in man’s sexual life, as in Sherwood An- 
derson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919). 

In brief, the most striking, if not the most enduring, 
American novels of the period 1900-25 are those that dealt 
with discovery, change, and revolt. Yet these novels, typical 
new expressions of an America in convulsion, are almost en- 
tirely absent from the 1925 catalog. 

Babbitt is mentioned in small space and, interestingly, it is 
accurately analyzed: “George F. Babbitt is a prosperous, 
hustling, real estate broker in a city of about 350,000. Back 
of his business and clubs and 100 percent activities is a wist- 
ful wonder as to what this business of living is all about. 
Babbitt tells the truth to you. Babbitt tells the truth about 
you.” 

But Babbitt stands alone in the catalog as the representa- 
tive of the new school of realistic fiction that was already a 
quarter century old when the catalog of 1925 appeared. It 
features new novels by Harold Bell Wright, Gene Stratton 
Porter, Peter B. Kyne, and James Oliver Curwood. 
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Miss Porter turned her searching talents on the tragedies 
of the World War in The Keeper of the Bees. A disciplined 
artist who permitted herself none of the sprawlings dis- 
played by Tolstoi in War and Peace — also a novel about war 
— she tells “The poignant tale of a war-shattered veteran. 
The unknown girl who loves him, by a clever ruse and pre- 
tended suicide, persuades him to marry her and save her 
honor.” 

Harold Bell Wright, whose pure men and women love the 
great outdoors with claustrophobic passion, delighted his vast 
audience with a bit of cheesecloth mysticism called A Son of 
His Father. James Oliver Curwood in The Ancient Highway 
took his readers for a ride down “the world of highway of 
romance.” Peter B. Kyne in The Understanding Heart wrote 
“a story of love and broad understanding in California min- 
ing camps.” 

Ben-Hur is back again in 1925, bigger and better than ever 
before. The catalog advises us to “Read the Book — See the 
Movie.” We are fast approaching the long-dreamed-of syn- 
thesis of the arts. 

It is dispiriting to find amid this garden of lilies a lush 
growth of poison ivy dangerous to the spiritual flesh, but it 
is here and unconcealed. The tiger woman of literature, 
Elinor Glyn, is represented by five novels, including the once 
notorious Three Weeks. The catalog gives us a glimpse of 
their contents that makes us thirst for more. “The novels of 
Elinor Glyn have a keen fascination for old and young alike 
— dealing as they do with the age-old problems of passion- 
swayed hearts and restraining conventions.” 

Learn to Be Popular for 930 

“Be popular or bust” is not only a truism of American life 
but also the lifework of thousands of Americans, and the 
lifeblood of a dozen industries. Thousands of guides to popu- 
larity offer the people their services in millions of dollars’ 
worth of advertising. It is, however, a strenuous life that one 
must lead in order to achieve popularity. You must, for ex- 
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ample, speak French; play the piano; know what to say and 
do on all occasions ; have pearly teeth, orderly intestines, that 
schoolgirl complexion, a smooth-shaven face, a slender fig- 
ure, a book, no dandruff fringe; own a canoe, and dance well. 
Anybody may be popular who does or avoids doing these 
things. Sears, knowing that millions dread unpopularity as 
they do pyorrhea, taps the rich popularity market with a few 
homeopathics of its own. 

One easy and pleasant way to popularity is to Dance Well 
and Be Popular. The catalog embroiders the theme for us ; 

Some people seem to be born good dancers ; they are 
light on their feet and naturally fall into all the new steps. 
Everyone wants to dance with them and their programs 
are filled before the evening begins. Do you envy these 
people? You need not do so. For you can be just as 
popular. Don’t be a wall flower, for good dancing is a 
magic wand which sweeps you to social popularity. 

Get this marvelous, up to the minute book, Dancing 
Made Easy. ... It sets forth new steps that are being 
danced, with illustrations and diagram charts. It will 
teach you the latest variations of jazz which, when danced 
properly, are pretty and graceful ; the toddle ; the camel- 
walk, the canter, the pivot, the one-step, the two-step, 
waltz, etc. ... Be the first to introduce in your crowd the 
new steps. 

Does this sound naive? Does it smack of flora and the 
country green? Is it only the mail-order millions who aspire 
to popularity through dancing? Not at all. The cities are filled 
with dancing schools whose pupils — executives, housewives, 
clerks, and bartenders — are moved by advertising and the de- 
sire for popularity to learn how to dance well. And at least 
one of these schools — that of Arthur Murray in New York — 
has achieved a national reputation. 

After the popularity aspirant has acquired a canoe, abol- 
ished dandruff and body odor, learned to play the piano and 
speak French, and bought a book, it would seem that he might 
then relax and lave his tired body in the refreshing waters of 
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popularity. But there is one thing more. Despite all his 
achievements, he might dwell in a hell of insecurity because 
he does not know what to say or do on all occasions. For ex- 
ample: (a) when he discovers a fly in his soup at a formal 
dinner ; (b) when he has taken his guests to the theater and 
finds that he has left the tickets in the pants of his other suit ; 
(c) when he drops in at a bridge party to take his wife home 
and her best friend says, “Why Harold, what are you doing 
with that lipstick on your shirt collar ?” The answers to these 
questions, it may be assumed, and a host of others equally puz- 
zling, are to be found in Etiquette — An Encyclopedia of Social 
Usage. “With the aid of this book you need never be at a loss 
to know what to do on all occasions.” 

The Bible Is Still a Best Seller 

Although it was popular to be popular in 1925, and many 
chose dancing as the road to popularity, the Bible was still 
the best-selling book in the catalog. And no book, moreover, 
which was critical of the Bible was listed in the catalog. 
America clung to fundamentalism in religion, and it was in 
1925 that William Jennings Bryan was to die in its defense. 

Mr. Bryan, whose scientific attitude was summed up epi- 
grammatically in his statement that he was “not so much in- 
terested in the age of rocks as in the Rock of Ages,” was a 
special prosecutor in the famous Tennessee “monkey case.” 
The defendant was a young Dayton schoolteacher, John T. 
Scopes, who was indicted for breaking the state statute 
against teaching evolution in the public schools. The late 
Clarence Darrow appeared as chief attorney for the defense. 

Mr. Bryan took the stand as an expert on religion, saying 
that he was “prepared to defend religion against any infidel.” 
He then stated his personal beliefs which are those of mil- 
lions of his countrymen : that God first created Adam and then 
Eve from Adam’s rib; that the world was created in 4404 
B.c. ; that the Flood occurred about 2384 b.c., and that out of 
the wranglings of the Tower of Babel came the multiplicity 
of human tongues. 
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During the course of the trial, thousands of people poured 
into the little town of Dayton. Clarence Darrow reports 
that:* “Pop-corn merchants and sleight-of-hand artists vied 
with evangelists for the favor ... of the crowds . . . speeches 
were bawled at street corners under the glare of artificial- 
lighting arrangements; the venders raised their voices to 
drown the evangelists . . . and each worked his own side of 
the street, up and down. 

“Then over the river, under the trees, a band of Holy 
Rollers gathered every night. As they grew excited and 
shouted and sang and twitched and twirled, the people 
crowded closer around them in curiosity and wonder. Now 
and then some one would sidle forward from the dark woods 
and, seeming to be seized with some inspiration, would rush 
in amongst the other performers and dance and squirm and 
shout and stutter with such vigorous contortions that the 
regulars were put to shame for their mild form of worship. 
All sorts of weird cults were present in Dayton, all joining 
forces to put up a strong fight against Satan and his co- 
horts. . . 

Amid such scenes died the man who had been candidate 
three times for the Presidency of the United States, Presi- 
dent maker. Secretary of State under Woodrow Wilson, and 
idol of millions. 

Mr. Bryan, the White Knight, was dead, and John T. 
Scopes, found guilty, was fined one hundred dollars. But 
fundamentalism was not dead. It still lives in the breasts of 
millions of Americans, and the catalog, which must seek to 
please everybody, carefully avoids listing books critical of the 
Bible. 


The Battle of the Books 

“They read books,” said Sherwood Anderson of the men 
and women on the farms and in the little towns of America 
fifty to forty years ago. And, as we have seen, the .catalog 
listed large numbers of good books in 1905. But, by 1935, 

* Clarence Darrow, The Story of My Life, pp. 261-62. 
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Sears’ mail-order readers were buying fewer and poorer 
books than they had bought thirty years ago. Yet the popu- 
lation had grown from 84 million to 127 million in this pe- 
riod; there had been a prodigious increase of education, and 
the annual circulation of the catalog was then about fourteen 
million. The decline in books listed in the catalog, however, 
is graphically shown by the number of pages given them : 

1905 : sixteen pages. 

1935 : eight pages. 

But while the quantity and quality of the books listed by 
the catalog declined in the period 1905-35, the quantity of 
good books sold in the United States increased. A. D. Dick- 
inson’s survey of the “Best Books of the Decade from 1926 
to 1935” is valuable proof not only because of the care with 
which the survey was made but because it reveals the books 
America read in a period of golden prosperity and black de- 
pression. 

Leading the Dickinson list of twenty-five “favorite au- 
thors” for the years 1926-35 were James Truslow Adams, 
Willa Gather, Pearl Buck, and Ellen Glasgow ; at the bottom 
of the list, but still a “favorite author,” was Carl Sandburg. 
Other authors and books in the Dickinson survey of “fifty 
best books” were: 

Douglas Southall Freeman’s Robert E. Lee 

Mark Sullivan’s Our Times 

Stuart Chase’s Men and Machines 

Walter Lippmann’s Preface to Morals 

Lewis Corey’s Decline of American Capitalism 

Vernon Farrington’s Main Currents in American Thought 

Helen Gardner’s Art Through the Ages 

These “best” books of the period (using the word to mean 
“selected by a consensus of expert opinion as most worthy 
the attention of intelligent American readers”) were also 
“favorite” books of large groups of readers. But almost 
without exception they do not appear in the 1935 catalog. 
Why? 

Mr. Henry Ford, in his My Life and Work, unconsciously 
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gives us a clue to one important reason for the decline of 
serious reading among the catalog’s customers. 

After telling us the startling but good news that the strug- 
gle for existence grows less, he says that now “we have an 
opportunity to release some of the finer motives. We think 
less of the frills of civilization as we grow used to them. 
Progress, as the world has thus far known it, is accom- 
panied by a great increase in the things of life. There is more 
gear, more wrought material, in the average American back- 
yard than in the whole domain of an African king. The aver- 
age American boy has more paraphernalia around him than 
a whole Eskimo community. The utensils of kitchen, dining 
room, bedroom, and coal cellar make a list that would have 
staggered the most luxurious potentate of five hundred years 
ago ” 

More gear in the back yard than in the whole domain of 
an African king; more paraphernalia in the possession of an 
American boy than in a whole Eskimo community; more 
things in the kitchen than in the hands of a potentate of five 
centuries ago ; but — fewer books in the home. Whether more 
Fords and fewer Shakespeares is advance or retrogression is 
perhaps debatable; what is one man’s progress may be an- 
other man’s poison. 

It is worth noting, in passing, that Mr. Ford’s thesis, that 
the struggle for existence in America grows less, is con- 
firmed by that august institution, The Encyclopaedia Britan- 
nica, which is owned by Sears. It is highly ironical that its 
fourteenth edition should have been published in — of all years 
— 1929 with this statement in its article on philanthropy : 

“Philanthropic endeavour in America differs from that of 
other countries in its greater variety and in the larger pro- 
portion undertaken through private initiative as compared 
with that carried on by the State. . . . Moreover, as little pov- 
erty exists and there is no pauper class, welfare work is car- 
ried on in a more confident spirit, with the expectation of 
making social relief ultimately needless. . . (Author’s 
italics.) 
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In any event, whether Sears’ customers in 1935 were rid- 
ing in their Fords, taking pride in their Frigidaires, listening 
to Graham McNamee, or merely sitting on their piles of gear 
and paraphernalia while waiting for a job, they did not buy 
many books. And if they bought books, they were not those 
of old-fashioned writers such as Gibbon, Thackeray, Dickens, 
and the English poets, who figured so largely in the 1905 
catalog. Only the Bible, of all the old favorites, remained as 
popular as it was thirty years ago. What did the citizens of 
leisurely, paraphernalia-cluttered America select from the 
catalog library in 1935 ? 


The Fruits of Leisure 

Sears does not tell us whether the people enjoyed a volun- 
tary leisure in 1935 because of the beneficence of machines 
or an involuntary leisure because millions were without jobs. 
Yet what to do with leisure had become a problem to a wor- 
ried citizenry and their government. Only last year, a man 
appeared in a Southern town armed with authority and 
money from Washington to establish a number of what he 
called “recreation projects for Negroes.” It did not occur to 
him, or to Washington, that Negroes are perhaps the only 
large group in America so civilized that they are not bored by 
leisure and have little difficulty amusing themselves. But 
white people are suffocated by idle time and, to them. Sears 
offered a way of escape that was not only pleasant but also 
offered possibilities of profit. The catalog lists a number of 
Hobby Books. “Hobbies sometime become a profitable life 
work!” While waiting for a job or for your bond coupons to 
mature, you could amuse yourself today and prepare for a 
richer future tomorrow through the use of these volumes : 

Photography for Fun 
Life of the Party 
You Can Write 
You Can Sell What You Write 
Music for Everybody 
Tropical Fish 
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A man out of work has much time for sleep. But even sleep 
could be profitably employed if you would dreanijand then 
seek riches through Ten Thousand Dreams Interpreted. Or, 
if you were not a dreamer but a doer, bought Complete 
Courses in Civil Service. 

If, however, your ambitions were in the grand manner, you 
would employ your leisure studying How to Develop Your 
Personality and “become the person you would like to be!” 
This is an important book and as American as a two-bagger 
or a cop bawling out a speeder. In no country of the world, 
perhaps, is personality so much worshiped as in the United 
States, and, at the same time, nowhere (until the rise of the 
totalitarian states of Europe) is there so little of it. We want 
to be different and yet all alike. 

Out of our frenzy for personality come such things as 
Personality Pies, the Four Personality Sisters, the Car with 
a Personality, the Personality Brassiere. We even have a per- 
sonality Texas politician who was elected Governor of his 
state through hillbilly music played by himself and his family 
and a platform of “Pappy please pass the biscuits.” 

The object of personality is leadership. Leadership for 
domination; domination for the purpose of getting the other 
fellow to eat your pies, hear your singing, wear your bras- 
sieres, or give you his vote. Mr. Hoover, we are told, was a 
failure as President because he lacked personality; but Mr. 
Billy Rose is the American Max Reinhardt because he has 
personality, and, since more Americans would rather be Billy 
Rose than Herbert Hoover, there is a wild scramble for per- 
sonality and for books that tell you how to get it. What with 
millions of these books circulating, with everybody dripping 
charm while they fix one another with their glittering eyes, 
the situation is alarming and the end is not clear. The move- 
ment has gone far enough, however, to enable us to answer 
with confidence a question once asked by the puzzled Mr. 
Aldous Huxley. He said:* 

* Aldous Huxley, Introduction to Texts and Pretexts. 
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The Ideal Man of the eighteenth century was the 
Rationalist; of the seventeenth, the Christian stoic; of 
the Renaissance, the Free Individual; of the Middle 
Ages, the Contemplative Saint. And what is our Ideal 
Man? On what grand and luminous mythological figure 
does contemporary humanity attempt to model itself? 

The question is embarrassing. Nobody knows. 

Ah, but we do know, Mr. Huxley. The question is not at 
all embarrassing. Speaking for America, the answer is clear. 
“The grand and luminous mythological figure” on which 
most of the contemporary United States attempts to model 
itself is : the Personality Boy or Girl. 

Salesman, What of the Night? 

The importance of selling had become so overwhelming by 
1935 that the catalog did not think it sufficient merely to list 
a few books on “the art of selling” and let it go at that. In the 
lesser arts — writing or music — it was enough to offer the stu- 
dent a few “how” books and let him find his way, but for 
salesmen Sears offered a whole course in salesmanship. The 
catalog cries lustily down the silent corridors of depression- 
ridden America bidding mefi awaken and be of good cheer : 

Trained Salesmen Are in Demand! 

“Selling is the foundation of all Business and Social Suc- 
cess. A good salesman is not ‘born that way.’ He studies. 
And if he is trained through this valuable spare-time course 
in ‘Effective Salesmanship’ he can’t be beat! . . . This New 
course even includes Character Analysis and Memory Train- 
ing and, of course, the whole selling procedure. A penny post- 
card will bring you full details. Don’t delay !” 

Here again Sears is in the American tradition. Under the 
stupendous impulse of mass production, goods must be 
moved faster and faster and ever faster from the machines 
of manufacturers to the shelves of merchants, to the homes 
of consumers. Let the process falter for a moment, let the 
machinery become clogged with goods, and mills close, men 
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lose their jobs, misery descends on the land. If the machine is 
our god, then the salesman is the god of the machine, for it 
is he who feeds it. And by way of subconscious recognition 
of his almost religious place in the community, we call those 
who undertake the sternest tasks of selling — missionaries. 


Gentlemen, the King 


The Missionary Salesman is the man who takes a new line of, 
say, Mexican Hairless Depilatory, into Itta Bena, Missis- 
sippi, for the first time. He converts the heathen who hitherto 
have not known this great civilizing agent, or, in the words 
of the trade, “educates” them; lays out “dealer’s helps,” and 
helps the druggist make window displays! Sales go up, hair 
comes off, employment increases, and a widow in Stonington, 
Connecticut, who owns stock in General Depilatories, gets an 
extra dividend, bu3'-s a new dress, and sets in motion a new 
little wave of prosperity of her own. 

The salesman, then, is the motor force of American life, 
leading us out of the desert into the land of plenty, giving 
food to babes, enabling us to enjoy “the better things of life.” 
It is consequently understandable that there should be an 
enormous literature about and for him. Its fine essence is a 
book depicting Christ as a great salesman. This business-age 
Messiah is Bruce Barton’s The Man Nobody Knows. 

“Surely,” says Mr. Barton, “no one will consider us lack- 
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ing in reverence if we say that every one of the 'principles of 
modern salesmanship’ on which business men so much pride 
themselves, are brilliantly exemplified in Jesus’ talk and 
work. The first of these and perhaps the most important is 
the necessity for ‘putting yourself in step with your pros- 
pect’ ” 

(A few years after the publication of Mr. Barton’s con- 
tribution to the spiritual literature of our times, Mr. Dale 
Carnegie published his enormously successful How to Win 
Friends and Influence People. Academicians still quarrel over 
the question whether this book is derivative or original, but it 
is certain that one of its first principles is that you win 
friends “by putting yourself in step with your prospect.”) 

In his Epistle to the Salesmen, Mr. Barton tells us that in 
order to become an executive — the apex of salesmanship — 
you must have no doubts about anything. Your confidence in 
yourself must be so great that everybody believes in you and 
is driven into action by your imperious glance. Or, in the au- 
thor’s words : 

“Most of us go through the world mentally divided against 
ourselves. We wonder whether we are in the right jobs, 
whether we are making the right investments, whether, after 
all, anything is as important as it seems to be. . . . Instinc- 
tively we wait for a commanding voice, for one who shall say 
authoritatively, ‘I have the truth. This way lies happiness and 
salvation.’ There was in Jesus supremely that quality of con- 
viction.” 

Convictions in the business world must have practical ap- 
plications. Idle thoughts, like idle capital, bring no return. 
Impractical people end by being mere poets, astronomers, 
botanists, musicians, or even religious visionaries. They will 
never have to wonder whether “they are making the right 
investments.” But the others? Those who count: practical 
men, salesmen, executives. How are these men of convictions 
to proceed? It is simple enough after reading Mr. Barton’s 
book, and hundreds of thousands of men did read it. 

You have a profound conviction that the world needs, say, 
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a better baby’s diaper — one that will give baby a better 
chance to grow up a cultured man or woman, and at the same 
time give mama more leisure to listen to the radio. You be- 
come a Missionary Salesman hearing voices along the road 
to Detroit, seeing visions of a hunk of government bonds at 
the end of the rainbow. You call upon lady buyer after lady 
buyer. Everywhere you are thrown out. You need new shoes 
for yourself and new tires for your car. Finally, in desperate 
mood, you corner Miss Mamie Martingale, buyer for Wes- 
ton’s in Indianapolis. As goes Miss Mamie, so goes the trade. 
Win her and you win all. 

Your diapers are on the table and Mr. Barton’s words are 
in your mind. You fix Miss Mamie with your glittering eye. 
You turn on ten thousand volts of Confidence. She weakens. 
You hand her her order book and she gives you the largest 
order for diapers ever placed east of the Mississippi River. 
You leave her a made man but an unhappy one, because 
thereafter you will have to worry about your investments. 

This nonsense is practiced on a continental scale, inside and 
outside the universities; so, in its salesmanship course. Sears 
is accurately reflecting American life. In 1930, about 27,000 
students were taking university courses in selling; high 
schools were turning out junior salesmen; psychiatrists and 
psychologists were vending nostrums, and an immense “lit- 
erature” of salesmanship circulated everywhere. 

The greatest of our universities turned from Cardinal 
Newman’s Idea of a University to Mr. Barton’s idea. In 
1928, the Harvard Business School awarded a prize for an 
advertisement entitled “Kill My Cow for an Editor? I should 
say not!” and, in 1929, for one entitled “The Call That Will 
Wake any Mother.” At the same time, Columbia University, 
in teaching the psychology of salesmanship, aspired “to pre- 
sent in a scientific manner those facts of psychology that bear 
on the sales process. . . 

The catalog was therefore in good company when it 
offered a course in salesmanship. 
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What the People Like to Read 

The future student of our times who appraises the reading 
habits of depression-chastened America in terms of the cata- 
log’s books may conclude that we were a race of children 
seeking escape from reality in tinsel novels and volumes of 
lurid adventure. Of all the great novels of the past in all lan- 
guages, only two or three are in the catalog of 1935. During 
a period when life was being lived intensely on a political 
plane, there is not one book — ^not even the most elementary — 
on politics. At a moment of severe economic crisis that af- 
fected almost everybody in the country, there is nothing at 
all on economics. When our history was being minutely 
searched for clues that might throw some light on our present 
and help us to ascertain the future, history is represented 
only by a few books of the flourishing “outlines” school of 
historical writers. The only American poet represented is Ed- 
gar Guest. But, as we have said before, the catalog is not a 
mentor but a merchant. Its job is not to rush in where the 
high schools and universities evidently fear to tread. Its busi- 
ness is to get business, and that means offering the people the 
goods they want — including books — at prices they can afford 
to pay. 

What kind of novels did the people want in 1935 ? Novels 
about love — love that ended happily; that terminated in a 


£4>ve*s a 
Bf Faith Baldwin 


Love is a jig- 
fiawlAU Ih^e 
players are 
unhappy un- 
til fin •• 





Faith Baldwin Puts Love in Its Place for 
Sixty-Three Cents 


wedding. Although the divorce rate has risen sharply since 
1860, in the mail-order world there is no divorce. When wed- 
lock closed down on a happy couple to the strains of “O, 
Promise Me,” they threw the key away and stayed married 
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until death— in the catalog. And, just as good thrillers have 
a murder or two in almost every chapter, so some of the cata- 
log’s novels have a wedding or two every hundred pages. 
This was one of the advertised virtues of Laddie by Gene 
Stratton Porter: “Now even the movies are filming Laddie, 
that bright and cheery tale. There’s a wedding midway in 
the book and a double wedding at the close.” 

This was tough competition for Miss Porter’s rivals, but 
the ingenious Ruby M. Ayres was equal to it. A wedding in 
the book is guaranteed in the title: Come to My Wedding. 

Harold Bell Wright, the Tolstoi of the mesas, also dealt 
with many a wedding in his career, but in 1935 he turned to 
the Cinderella theme and, touching it with his genius, turned 
the fable into an appealing tract for our times. In Ma Cinder- 
ella, “a. boy comes back to the Ozarks and Ma becomes Cin- 
derella.” Mr. Wright is also represented in the catalog by 
three earlier but equally noble books : God and the Grocery- 
man, Shepherd of the Hills, and When a Man’s a Man. 

Kathleen Norris, in Angel in the House, deals with the 
difficult question once treated lyrically by James J. Walker, 
ex-Mayor of New York, in his unforgettable folk song: “Will 
You Love Me in December as You Do in May?” “Does age 
make a difference in love?” is the subject matter of Mrs. 
Norris’s book. 

Temple Bailey presents a novel composed of elements that 
have an irresistible appeal: (o) a beautiful and charming 
woman who (5) “desperately needs protection,” and (c) 
“brings romance to young Dr. Ferry.” An undertaker or a 
plumber may actually be an incorrigible romantic, but a man 
with the brown tubes of a stethoscope flowering out of his 
ears seems to be the most beautiful and appealing of all men 
to American women novel readers. Eros, stricken many times 
to earth, rises triumphantly again in the form of an obstetri- 
cian. 

Ethel M. Dell is made of sterner stuff. In her Donna Celes- 
tis, she comes to grips with reality and throws it for a loss. 
Here she tells with her accustomed skill, “a gripping story of 
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a ruthless man and what happens to the loving heart that 
trusted him.” 

Drop That Gun, You Skunk! 

Life, however, is not all loving and marrying. It is also ad- 
venture — in books. Americans, a once adventurous people 
whose adventurousness has come at last to rest on the soft 
bosom of life insurance and old-age pensions, have an in- 
satiable appetite for books of adventure. The most lawless 
people ill the world, and a people who have not yet resigned 
themselves to living within the cramped spaces of the law, 
we are fond of Jesse James who broke the law and equally 
fond of the men who broke Jesse James. 

One of the most skilled caterers to our appetite for adven- 
ture was Zane Grey, whose readers made him rich and fa- 
mous by buying over twenty-four million copies of his books. 
Fortunately for him and for us, Mr. Grey was a prolific writer, 
and the 1935 catalog presents twenty-two of his novels. 
These are typical of his genius: 

Drift Fence: “Tenderfoot Jim tumbles in love with pretty 
Molly Dunn of the no-good Dunns and there’s the dickens to 
pay ! A cattle-country thriller !” 

Hash Knife Outfit: “A thrilling episode in early-day Ari- 
zona history. With Old Traft and his nephew against the 
ornery Hash Knife outfit.” 

The adventures, however, of cowboys, cattle thieves, sher- 
iffs, and Indians are mere dishwater by comparison with 
those of Tarzan, “the orphaned son of a British nobleman.” 
This jungle dweller, with the manners of an English gentle- 
man, a heart of gold beneath a chest-mattress of hair, the 
strength of an elephant and the agility of an ape, saves young 
women from the embraces of sex-mad gorillas; roams 
through buried-treasure cities; consorts with the Ant Men; 
plunges to the Earth’s Core, and, finally, turns up in Holly- 
wood in the person of Johnny Weissmuller. The catalog lists 
twelve “world famous stories by Edgar Rice Burroughs. The 
amazing exploits of Tarzan, the ape-man come to you in all 
their rich detail.” 
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By Wisdom Is a House Builded 

As a people, we yearn for wisdom, especially if it is in tab- 
loid form, is “practical,” and does not take too much thinking 
to absorb. This yearning is satisfied by Dr. Frank Crane, the 
late newspaper Solomon, who gives us the distilled essence of 
his thoughts in Every Day Wisdom. At a time when Amer- 
ica was desperately worried, G. L. Watson relieved the coun- 
try’s fears with Why Worry? For those eccentrics who in- 
sisted on doing their own thinking, the logical French, in the 
person of Abbe Dimnet, sent us The Art of Thinking, and, 
in Piloting Your Life, Joseph Jastrow “clearly and helpfully 
discusses every-day problems.” 

But the summation of all wisdom — high, helpful, get-a-job 
wisdom — is contained in Walter B. Pitkin’s best seller. Life 
Begins At Porty. For centuries the problems of forty were no 
problems at all, because the majority of men evaded them by 
dying before reaching that age. Nowadays men live longer 
only to become victims of gallstones, unemployment, or the 
refusal of employers to hire men who have slumped into the 
senility of middle age. Happily for this immense group, Mr. 
Pitkin demonstrates that “no longer is age forty a forbidding 
barrier in your life’s path. Inspiring!” Inspiring, indeed. 
After all, an unemployed fortyish paperhanger can derive 
much comfort from reflecting that Titian still managed to 
paint pretty well at the extreme age of seventy-eight 

Nothing Succeeds Like Sexcess 

We have observed the progressive changes in the catalog’s 
attitude toward sex and books about sex. The sterner puri- 
tan concepts decay; hypocrisy comes ofif its high horse; illu- 
sion gives way to realism, and, in 1935, as symbol of the great 
change of three decades, the catalog presents that oft-banned 
book: Married Love by Dr. Marie C. Stopes. It is offered 
bluntly as “the solution for sex difficulties.” 

How revolutionary is this change may be measured by a 
few brief references to the past. 
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1873; In Good Morals and Gentle Manners for Schools 
and Families by Alex M. Gow, the story is told of a young 
woman who was hurt in an accident. Well covered in bed, the 
physician to whom she will not unveil herself asks where she 
is injured. “One of my limbs is injured,” the lady replies. He 
inquires whether it is an arm or leg. The patient, shocked, 
does not reply. The surgeon tries again. “Which is it,” he 
asks this time, “the limb you thread a needle with?” “No,” 
responds the sufferer, “it’s the limb I wear a garter on.” 

1903: Huckleberry Finn is removed by the librarians of 
Omaha from their open shelves because it is an immoral 
book. 

1906 : Huckleberry Finn suffers the same fate in Brooklyn. 

1909 : “Novels dealing with sex problems in an unconven- 
tional manner” were being written all over the country, ac- 
cording to The New International Year Book, but the best 
sellers were “pure and inspiring” books. 

1920: The publishers of Cabell’s Jurgen were indicted for 
publishing an obscene book. 

1927 : Boston, the home of Harvard University and New 
England culture, banned a long list of books which it deemed 
obscene. Among them were: 

Dark Laughter By Sherwood Anderson 

What 1 Believe By Bertrand Russell 

Black April By Julia Peterkin 

An American Tragedy By Theodore Dreiser 

Mosquitoes By William Faulkner 

Manhattan Transfer By John Dos Passos 

Oil By Upton Sinclair 

Elmer Gantry By Sinclair Lewis 

The Sun Also Rises By Ernest Hemingway 

Nigger Heaven By Carl Van Vechten 

Married Love was barred for a long time in England 
where it was written, was buffeted about by the censors in 
this country, and encountered a strange division of opinion 
in the Federal government. The New York Customs admitted 
it freely, but once in the country it became an obscene book 
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to the Post Office Department which would not soil its purity 
by delivering it. But, by 1935, it had become merely one of a 
long list of books on sex which circulated freely and openly. 

It is consequently a measure of the nation’s rebellion 
against earlier attitudes that so frank a book on sex, and one 
so often banned, should appear in the catalog. For the cata- 
log is not addressed to the small group of so-called “emanci- 
pated people,” to the intellectual elite, or to the intellectual 
snobs. It is addressed to millions of the people, and we may 
conclude from the inclusion of this book in the catalog and 
from the evidences of change over a period of thirty years 
that, so far as the people are concerned, the days of hush- 
hush about sex, if they are not ended, are rapidly approach- 
ing their end. 

A New Culture 

If the catalog is in any degree a measure of the book- 
buying habits of the nation, two conclusions must be drawn 



The Class of ’35 Votes for Its Favorite Books 


from it: (a) that its readers bought fewer books in 1935, 
and (&) they bought books of poorer quality. 

Whether this quantitative and qualitative decline in read- 
ing is the result of the disappearance of rural isolation, lead- 
ing farm folk to indulge in the pleasures of the automobile, 
the moving pictures, and the radio, instead of the pleasures 
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of I'cading; whether men in depression seek vicarious adven- 
ture and romance in novels of escape, or whether greater ac- 
cess to libraries enabled them to borrow more books and buy 
fewer books is not clear. It is also difficult to measure with 
exactness the effect upon book-reading habits of the now 
enormous circulation of newspapers and magazines. Many of 
the most widely circulated magazines are not designed even 
to be read but merely to be looked at; their photographs are 
supposed to tell the story with little textual embellishment. 
So far as the catalog is concerned, however, it is clear that it 
now lists books sharply inferior in quality to those listed 
thirty years ago. Perhaps we are developing a new form of 
intellectual culture : one that proceeds from the periphery of 
the eyelids outward. 
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N ever, perhaps, in the history of mankind has any gen- 
eration had to withstand the successive impacts of so 
many bewildering inventions altering ways of human living 
as this one. In the period since 1900, the telephone has come 
of age, the motion pictures, the radio, and the automobile. In 
1900, the automobile was just coming into use, and the news- 
papers of the times commended Theodore Roosevelt for his 
“characteristic courage” for riding in one — yet it was a cour- 
age tempered by caution, because as late as 1902, when he 
rode in the new car, he was followed by a horse-drawn car- 
riage in event of breakdown or accident. At the beginning of 
the century, there were only 8,000 automobiles and 144 
miles of paved roads in the United States; clergymen de- 
nounced “automobilitis” as deleterious to morals and reli- 
gion ; while the state of Tennessee required a man to advertise 
publicly, one week in advance, his intention of going upon the 
public roads with an automobile. 

Yet by 1910, the catalog listed Five Attractive Models 
OF Sears Motor Cars, each of which was “a good hill- 
climber and excellent performer in mud or sand.” Twenty 
years later, there were 25,000,000 automobiles in this country 
moving over 750,000 miles of hard-surfaced roads. Speeds up 
to seventy miles an hour were negotiated with reasonable 
safety; manufacturing plants, garages, gasoline stations, and 
tourist camps were scattered throughout the land, and the 
automobile had become America’s largest industry. The so- 
cial and industrial changes wrought by the motorcar are in- 
calculable, but this invention, like nearly all other important 
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inventions that preceded it, had to pass through an initial 
period of skepticism and hostility. 


Hostility to Automobiles 

The year 1895 was marked by three incidents characteristic 
of the early struggle of the automobile to achieve a place in 
American life. At Chicago, Frank Duryea had won a race in 
his horseless carriage. Leaving the city early in the morn- 
ing, he had returned at seven o’clock in the evening, after 
driving to Evanston, Illinois, covering the distance of fifty- 
five miles in little more than ten hours. 

A short while later, at Springfield, Massachusetts, Samuel 
Bowles II, editor of the Springfield ReptMica 7 i, refused to 
ride in Duryea’s car on the ground that it would be incom- 
patible with his dignity and position. 

In Detroit, a young man named Henry Ford, after run- 
ning his first car one thousand miles, sold it for $200 in order 
to get money with which to build a new one. Aside from the 
mechanical difficulties it had exhibited, Mr. Ford was so 
much troubled by curious persons anxious to drive his “gaso- 
line buggy” that he had to chain it to a post whenever he left 
it. 

At New York, in 1897, the Times mused sadly and wist- 
fully in an editorial upon the coming change : 

The imagination of Mr. Kipling . . . may in time be lent 
to the idealization of the new mechanical wagon with 
the awful name — automobile. For that thing has come to 
stay . . . sooner or later they will displace the fashionable 
carriage of the present hour. . . . Sensitive and emotional 
folk cannot view the impending change without conflicting 
emotions. Man loves the horse and he is not likely ever to 
love the automobile . . . nor will he ever get quite used, in 
this generation, to speeding along the road behind nothing. 

Important technological inventions arouse the hostility of 
interests which they threaten to replace. Thus, the early rail- 
roads of the United States were opposed by private and state 
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owners of canals, and, in Pennsylvania, where there were 
many state canals, tonnage taxes were imposed for many 
years on the Pennsylvania Railroad. 

“The propaganda of vested interests was potent. It was 
easy to arouse opposition of farmers along the right-of-way, 
on the grounds that the roaring locomotives would startle 
the cattle and prevent them from grazing in safety, that the 
hens would not lay, that the poisoned air from the locomo- 
tives would kill the wild birds and destroy vegetation, that 
farmhouses would be ignited by sparks, and property would 
deterioriate. Farmers likewise were made apprehensive lest 
through competition there would be no markets for horses, 
and that their crops of hay and oats would be worthless. . . . 
An eloquent divine in the United States went so far as to de- 
clare that the introduction of the railroad would require the 
building of many insane asylums, as people would be driven 
mad with terror at the sight of locomotives rushing through 
the country with nothing to draw them. Railroads were like- 
wise denounced as impious because they were not foreseen 
in the Bible.” * 

In time, the railroads won their battle against the interests 
opposing them, only to meet the competition later of automo- 
biles, trucks, and buses ; but the automobile, too, was opposed 
by horse growers, draymen, and livery-stable owners. The 
last group was effectually forced into silence by the argu- 
ment that the reduction of the numbers of horses in cities 
would reduce the flies and consequently communicable diseases 
carried by flies. But moral arguments against the motorcar 
continued to be advanced, while the law sought to restrain it as 
an agent of destruction. The city of New York, for example, 
barred Central Park to horseless vehicles just before 1900, 
while New York State passed a law fixing the maximum rate 
of speed at ten miles an hour in villages and cities, and twenty 
miles an hour on highways. And the magazine Life in 1901, 
regarding the automobile as a machine which no gentleman 

* Technological Trends and National Policy, National Resources 
Committee, June, 1937, p. 41. 

— 152 — 



THE HORSELESS CARRIAGE 


would employ, said, “A man who would now win the par- 
venu’s bow must belong to the automobility.” 

It was argued, too, that the terrifying speeds of auto- 
mobiles would break down the nerves of automobilists, and 
warnings by medical men began to appear in the press. In 
1904, The Literary Digest quoted the following from The 
Medical News: 


Soon physicians will be called on for numerous cases 
of nervous symptoms traceable to excitement and nervous 
tension of rapid travelling with the emotional repression 
necessary to secure a reasonable feeling of enjoyment, 
while speeding rapidly with risks and dangers constantly at 
hand. . . . Dr. Paul Magin considers that the indulgence 
in speed is not unlike in alcohol and tobacco. ... It is clear 
that permission to drive such heavy machines should not 
be accorded to anyone who has ever exhibited signs of 
mental disequilibrium . . . even healthy persons find it 
hard enough to keep their balance. 

While Dr. Magin indulged in the thoroughly sound specu- 
lation that many automobile drivers had no brains — a specu- 
lation which is now accepted as axiomatic — ^the Review of 
Reviews concluded that the automobile was dangerous be- 
cause it was brainless. Hence the country would be faced 
with the peril of brainless men driving brainless machines — 
a prevision of startling accuracy. This magazine said: 

Granted that the horse is not cleanly and that his 
hoofs make a noise, how about the automobile? The ex- 
haust and cinders from a steam truck, the noisy and evil 
smelling exhaust of certain gasoline cars, the dripping 
of oil, the difficulty of cleaning a storage battery . . . 
these are some of the objections that might be pointed 
out. . . . The horse is an intelligent animal, the automobile 
is a brainless machine . . . one will take care of itself if 
the driver is suddenly smitten down, the other may run 
amok. 


Thirty-five years after these lines were written, the Scien- 
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tific American (September, 1939) in an article called “In- 
sanity At The Wheel,” said ; 

You smash into the car ahead, dash past the red signal, 
send pedestrians scurrying for safety as you swing the 
wheel hard. You may not have contributed to the nation’s 
32,400 deaths and 1,150,000 non-fatal injuries resulting 
from automotive mishaps last year, but that’s no sign you 
are sane. Crazy drivers crowd the highways, and their in- 
sanity is easily demonstrable. Hell hath no friend like 
these speeding, swerving, horn-blowing lunatics, and psy- 
chology is determined to find them, thus aiding the en- 
gineer and the automobile builder in curbing the grim 
reaper. 

Finally, in the early days of automobiles, when their speeds 
rarely reached twenty miles an hour, it was assumed that 
while technique would raise the speeds of the cars, the hu- 
man being would not be able to manage them: In 1901, the 
Automobile Magazine quotes Dr. Winslow Forbes, a brain 
specialist : 

“When these racing motor cars reach a speed of 80 
miles per hour, they must drive themselves, for no human 
brain is capable of dealing with all the emergencies that 
may arise should that rate be maintained for any period 
worth thinking of. The human animal is not designed to 
travel 80 miles an hour ; neither the human brain, nor the 
human eye can keep pace with it.” 

William Allen White Defends the Horse 

In 1912, Colonel Theodore Roosevelt visited his friend 
William Allen White in Emporia, Kansas. The visit moved 
the editor of the Ottawa [Kansas] Herald to make a few re- 
marks at the expense of the town of Emporia: 

Emporia claims that it can accommodate almost any re- 
quest in the form of entertainment. Colonel Roosevelt 
wanted “a day of rest” Sunday, and Emporia proceeded 
to give him a ride behind Old Tom. Old Tom, by the way 
is one of the most restful horses you ever saw. 

Whereupon Old Tom’s owner and Colonel Roosevelt’s 
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host, Mr. White, rushed editorially to the defense of Old 
Tom, and incidentally made a few bitter remarks about the 
newfangled automobile : * 

Old Tom, of course, is no Maud S nor Joe Patchen. 

. . . But he has the same number of legs attached and his 
heart is true. He makes no claim to speed, but his car- 
buretor always works, and while he has but two cylinders 
he brings his guests back in one piece and leaves them at 
home rather than down town at the undertaker’s to be 
assembled by total strangers into their aliquot parts. 

What if he isn’t speedy ; what if his best record is a 
mile in 15 minutes? . . . Old Tom may not have a wind- 
shield or speedometer. But what would he do with them ? 

Pie is fully equipped with a few kind words and a whale- 
bone whip. Tom, like Spartacus the gladiator, has “faced 
every form of man or beast the broad empire,” could pro- 
duce. Princes and potentates, fair women and brave men 
have lolled luxuriously among the $4 springs of the surry 
behind Old Tom and have seen Emporia and Lyon 
County whizz by them at four miles an hour without fear 
or anxiety. They knew they were safe. He will go longer 
... on a forty-cent bale of hay than these new-fangled 
vessels of wrath fitted unto destruction with a bucket of 
gasoline and a cord of rubber. 

Then, of course, there is this important thing to say of 
Old Tom: while, of course, it is difficult to get new parts 
when he breaks, yet after all he is paid for, and there’s no 
ninety-day note turning up every season to make the years 
a melancholy procession on the other side of the street 
from the bank. . . . Taken up one side and down the other 
— Old Tom has his good points. 

A few years later, we shall observe. Old Tom is in a horse’s 
heaven and Mr. White is singing a different tune behind the 
steering wheel. 

Automobile Etiquette 

As the automobile increased in numbers on the roads of 
America, there arose a formulated automobile etiquette. As 
recently as 1921, Emily Holt, in her Encyclopaedia of Eti- 

* William Allen White, Forty Years on Main Street. 
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quette, laid down rules for the governance of the automobilist 
and his host, which not only reflect in some degree the man- 
ners of the period, but also give us glimpses of the clothes 
worn by automobilists and the construction of the then cur- 
rent automobiles : 

When a man, driving an automobile, stops his car to 
take a woman friend into the seat beside him, he dis- 
mounts to do so, and remounts from the other side after 
the lady has gained her place. . . . 

Here the writer is talking the language of the horseman, 
and she points out niceties of difference in the etiquette of the 
automobilist and the driver of a horse-drawn vehicle ; 

. . . Whether driving himself or being driven by a 
friend of either sex who returns the bows of passing ac- 
quaintances, he does not fail to lift his hat each time the 
person beside him bows. The driver of a horse-drawn 
trap . . . achieves an effect equally courteous by touching 
his hat’s brim with the stock of his whip. In a motor, he 
returns or gives a bow with a military salute. 

Miss Holt then gives a few "Hints for an Automobile 
Host”: 


Make sure that the wind-shield, top, and side-curtains 
are so adjusted as to afford your guests the maximum of 
comfort. 

Provide linen dusters for the summer guests and heavy 
cloaks, coats, and gloves for those who brave the winter 
winds in your care. Have goggles at hand for those who 
care to protect their eyes with them. 

Remember that jolting is most noticeable in the ton- 
neau, where guests are ordinarily seated. Accordingly 
drive carefully and slowly enough to insure your passen- 
gers against discomfort. 

Mass Production 

John D. Rockefeller was the pioneer of mass production in 
this country — one of the transcendently revolutionary ac- 
complishments of our times — but it is Henry Ford who is 
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popularly regarded as its god. It is he, more than any other 
American, who broadcast to the United States and the world 
the technique of putting a mass of parts onto one end of a 
moving assembly line and removing the finished product from 
the other end. By 1908, he had decided to concentrate all his 
efforts on one model of car — ^the famous “tin Lizzie” Model 
T — and to effect economies in production by greater me- 
chanical efficiency resulting from the use of mass-production 
methods. Charles Merz, in And Then Came Ford, describes 
the early workings of the process that was so deeply to influ- 
ence American life: 

The idea of the belt was borrowed from the Chicago 
packers, who used an overhead trolley to swing carcasses 
of beef down a line of butchers. Ford tried the idea first 
in assembling a small unit in his motor, the fly-wheel 
magneto, then in assembling the motor itself, and then in 
assembling the chassis. 

A chassis was hitched to a rope one day, and si?: work- 
men, picking up parts along the way and bolting them in 
place, travelled fifty feet in length as a windlass dragged 
it through the factory. The experiment worked, but de- 
veloped one difficulty. God had not made men as accu- 
rately as Ford made piston rings. The line was too high 
for short men and too low for tall men, with a resultant 
waste in effort. 

More experiments were tried. The line was raised ; then 
lowered ; then two lines, were tried, etc. ... In the end, 
the time allotted for assembly on a chassis was cut from 
twelve hours and twenty-eight minutes to one hour and 
thirty-three minutes, the world was promised Model 
T’s in new abundance, and mass production entered a new 
phase as men were made still more efficient cogs of their 
machines. . . . 

Mass production had come to America and thereafter it 
was to be a changed country. 

Sears and the Automobile 

In 1905, the only reference to the automobile in the cata- 
log — the invention that twenty years later was to compel 
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Sears to abandon its exclusive mail-order policy and open re- 
tail stores — is a book called Horseless Vehicles, Automobiles 
and Motor Cycles, by Gardner D. Hiscox, M.E. 

“A practical treatise for automobilists, and everyone inter- 
ested in the development, care and use of the automobile. . . . 
Comprises in its scope a full description ... of the . . . manu- 
facturing of one of the most important innovations of the 
times. . . . Fully illustrated with various types of horseless 
carriages, automobiles and motorcycles.” 

But only three years later — in the summer of 1908 — Sears 
began to sell automobiles, and, in the 1910 catalog, lists “five 
attractive models” and illustrates them with two (then) rare 
color pages. 



Neither Mud nor Sand nor Missing Cylinders Kept This Swift 
Courier from Making Its Appointed Rounds at Twelve Miles 

per Hour 


It is interesting to note that, while Mr. Ford’s standardiza- 
tion of manufacture led him to say in 1909, “Any customer 
can have a car painted any color that he wants so long as it 
is black,” Sears, actuated perhaps by a wider merchandising 
knowledge, offered black cars with red or green gear. And 
eventually Mr. Ford’s mania for one style of car made seri- 
ous difficulties for him. 
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The catalog’s description of the Sears motorcar may stand 
as a description in general of the cars of the times, of the 
terms by which they were sold, the wearing qualities of tires, 
and the performance to be expected of the motors. 

In 1910, the automobile as such had not come into being, 
and the cars of the period are more accurately described as 
horseless carriages, being, in reality, buggies propelled by 
motors. The catalog describes the Sears car as follows : 

“Large, roomy, two-passenger, piano-box top buggy pat- 
tern, moroccoline deck boot covering body back of seat. 
Three-bow moroccoline auto top, fitted with complete side 
curtains and storm front. As comfortable in rainy days, 
stormy or wintry weather as when the sun shines. . . .” 

The motor was “fourteen-horse power, weighs only 1,000 
pounds, nearly 1^4 horse power per 100 pounds; the correct 
proportion of power and weight to make a good hill climber 
and excellent performer in sand or mud. . . 

The tires were generally solid and “will wear 3,000 to 5,000 
miles ; cost of renewal about $25. Contact surfaces on friction 
transmission will wear 3,000 to 4,000 miles. . . .” 

What performance on the road could the owner of a Sears 
car expect ? The catalog tells us. 

“The first Sears car has been in use over three years, has 
run over 20,000 miles and is still giving daily service. While 
we do not guarantee the Sears cars to last any definite length 
of time or run any definite number of miles, as that depends 
entirely upon the driver and the use given it, we do guaran- 
tee that with proper care and careful attention the car will go 
from 1 to 150 miles daily and last as long as any other motor 
car built. ... We have shipped hundreds of cars and we have 
never found it necessary to send out a man to teach a cus- 
tomer how to operate it. Any lady or child can start and run 
a Sears Motor Car.” 

The cars were lighted by oil lamps ; the gasoline capacity 
was six gallons ; the floor was covered with carpet, and a set 
of tools, plus one gallon of lubricating oil, came as standard 
equipment. The prices of the Sears varied between $395 and 
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$495, but the final prices were higher because of the cost of 
extra equipment listed as follows : 


Extras, if Wanted 

Magneto $35.00 

Combination Acetylene and Kerosene front Lamps, 

with Generator . 10.95 

Acetylene Headlights and Generator in place of 

Oil Lamps. 19.75 

Speedometer, showing speed and total mileage . . 25.00 

Extra Switch Key .15 

Extra Set Six Dry Cells 1.56 

Extra Spark Plug .69 


Only the most expensive model, selling for $495, was 
equipped with “detachable clincher pneumatic tires.” 

The terms on which the Sears car was sold were — cash. The 
great day of installment selling of automobiles — and eventu- 
ally of everything else — had not yet come. 


The Automobile Opens New Markets 

While the sole reference, as we have seen, to automobiles 
in the 1905 catalog was a book about motorcars, the 1910 
catalog listed not only Sears automobiles but a wide range 
of merchandise for motors and motorists. From this time on, 
automobile accessories are to assume the first rank in Sears’ 
sales activities. 

As mariners prepare for rain and storm with oilskins and 
boots, so the automobilists of 1910 prepared themselves 
against dust storms arising from the dirt roads. The dust 
usually came with the heat of summer, but that made no dif- 
ference to the hardy women pioneers who went out in their 
cars wearing “traveling or automobile coats made of good 
quality imitation linen , . . the sleeves are provided with wrist- 
lets to keep the dust out,” and silk veils pulled about their 
faces. This costume was hot in warm weather, but it was 
fashionable and dust-resistant, and so commonly worn as to 
have been a uniform that women donned before getting into 
an automobile. 
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The intrepid male automobilist of the same period seems 
also to have been sensitive to dust, but insensitive to heat, for 
he wore a linen duster buttoned up high around the throat 
and a linen or leather automobile cap with “flaps that can be 
turned down and fastened underneath chin with elastic con- 
necting band, thus protecting sides of face and neck from 
dust.” Thus also making certain that the motorist would stifle 
with heat if he was not choked with dust, but stifle fashion- 
ably. 


Sears Drops the Sears Car 

Between 1910 and 1915, Sears stopped selling automobiles, 
and the only reference to them in the catalog of the latter 
date is : “automobiles, toy.” The automobile industry was fol- 
lowing the pattern of the telephone industry, and later of the 
radio, in which the field of a revolutionary invention, at first 
occupied by a large number of producers, soon narrows un- 
der the stress of competition to a few. Already by 1912, more 
than half the American production of motorcars was pro- 
duced by seven manufacturers; in 1917, ten makers ac- 
counted for seventy-five per cent of the total production, and 
in 1923, these ten produced ninety per cent of the total. Not 
only was competition severe, but Sears had no facilities for 
servicing cars scattered all over America. It therefore went 
out of the automobile business and into the automobile-acces- 
sories business. 

First on the list of important accessories for cars is tires. 
The catalog says : “Justice tires are a famous make standard 
brand tire sold under our own brand name Justice, direct to 
the user. We save you 20 percent or more by selling these 
tires under our own brand name, instead of the widely 
advertised and popular name, direct to the car owner instead 
of through the expensive and indirect methods usually em- 
ployed in selling standard tires. Justice tires are made side by 
side with a well known brand of standard tires. They dupli- 
cate the latter in everything except name and price, neither 
of which adds to the quality of the tires.” 
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What performance was expected of a 1915 tire? It was a 
poor performance as measured by present standards. Sears’ 
“liberal guarantee” read: 

“We guarantee Justice tires to give you the performance 
you can reasonably expect from any standard tire. Should 
any Justice Tire prove defective in material or workmanship 
we will make an adjustment based on 3,500 miles service.” 
Nowadays a tire has hardly made its debut at this distance, 
but there have been prodigious advances in tire-making tech- 
niques since 1915. 

When a man bought a Ford or other car in 1915, his 
troubles had just begun; thereafter he spent time and money 



on accessories that would “dress it up,” and the catalog offers 
long lists of gadgets whose job it was to make a Ford roll like 
a Rolls-Royce or purr like a Packard. Among them were : 

Electric Lighting Outfits. 

Easy Riding Aids — ^The Little Steersman. “Makes de- 
sirable tension between front springs and steering rod, 
giving driver absolute control over car.” 

D. C. Shock Absorbers. “The Shock Absorbers will 
give your Ford car balance and smoothness in riding 
usually found only on costly heavy cars.” 

Anti-Rattling Devices and Tow Ropes. 

Seat and Top Covers. “Give your Ford the classy ap- 
pearance of high priced touring cars.” 

Thousands of Americans habitually leave their agricultural 
implements to rust in the rain, but few can be found who do 
not provide shelter for their automobiles. In 1915, however, 
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houses were not being built, as they are now, with attached 
garages, and sensing a new market, the catalog offers ready- 
made garages, shipped knock-down, made of steel or wood, 
for $59.75. 

The automobile of 1915 was neither rainproof, dustproof, 
nor windproof, and this fact opened the door to the sale of 
other accessories necessary to the comfort of motorists. The 
catalog’s description of a plush automobile robe gives us a 
clue to what the pioneers faced as they jolted perilously over 
the face of a continent: 

“Green on one side, black on the other; rubber interlined; 
pinked felt border. A sheet of rubber cloth between the two 
pieces of plush makes the robe stormproof, windproof and 
rainproof.” 

The ladies are still wearing automobile veils and scarfs in 
1915, but the more dashing are appearing in their Fords at- 
tired in silk poplin caps with visors or the even more desirable 
Hindu turban made of “silk mull in fancy jacquard designs.” 
Dusters, however, have disappeared to come no more; but 
roads are being built everywhere in the country; motorcar 
production reaches new heights year after year, and the ever- 
increasing pages of the catalog devoted to automobile acces- 
sories testify how deeply the car has penetrated into the lives 
of the people. 

Twelve years after his spirited defense of Old Tom, who is 
now grazing in heaven’s pastures, and his indictment of the 
automobile which he did not' then own, William Allen White 
returns to the columns of the Gazette with a discussion of the 
once maligned motorcar. But he is singing a different song 
which he calls “Prodigal’s Return” : 

Last evening the White family Dodge turned into Ex- 
change Street after a six weeks’ joyous family journey 
in Kansas. It had covered 2,783 miles. In that time Mr. 
and Mrs. White and young Bill had been out campaign- 
ing. They have covered the state from Lincoln in the 
northwest to Galena in the southeast, from Anthony in 
the southwest to Hiawatha in the northeast, speaking at 
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least once in all except three counties of that territory. 

Mr. White has made 104 speeches and probably addressed 
100,000 people. 

Mr. White has not slept in the same bed for any two 
consecutive nights for the last six weeks, though he has 
been home every Sunday. . . . He is in better shape physi- 
cally than he has been for years. . . . The six weeks in the 
open air, in the open car, riding from four to ten hours a 
day, and speaking three or four hours visiting around the 
firesides of scores of friends at night, have restored his 
physical vigor. ... 

Mr. Ford Takes a Lesson and Gives One 

Between 1918 and 1922 inclusive, the production of Ameri- 
can automobiles exceeded the total of all the previous years ; 
by the end of the first quarter of the twentieth century, there 
were over 20 million automobiles in a nation of about 25 mil- 
lion families. The motorcar had begun to kill its thousands 
and wound its hundreds of thousands annually ; men met the 
installment payments on their automobiles even if meant 
going without bread ; cars and the merits of cars were stock 
topics of daily conversation everywhere; industry looked to 
the attendance at automobile shows for clues to prosperity or 
depression in the future, and it was evident that the country 
had entered upon a new phase of civilization in which the 
automobile was all important. 

The catalog’s multiple and ever-growing pages of automo- 
bile accessories reflect not only increasing demand but 
sharply improved quality. In 1915, Justice tires were guaran- 
teed on the basis of 3,500 miles of service, but ten years later, 
“we guarantee Justice Fabric Tires ... on the basis of 6,000 
miles’ service, and Justice Cords on the basis of 10,000 miles’ 
service.” 

The new balloon-type tire is coming on the market and the 
catalog announces “Justice Balloon Type Cords. The Latest 
Development in Tire Construction. They Fit Your Present 
Wheels and Rims.” Men are still tinkering with the “One- 
Man Top” that twenty men had never been able to maneuver 
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even in calm weather, but the catalog thinks it has the final 
solution in its “Real One-Man Top.” Actually, the motor in- 
dustry which solved so many difficult problems never suc- 
ceeded in creating a one-man or a ten-man top that would 
work, and merely dodged the problem by creating closed cars. 

Whatever the failures of the one-man top, the catalog 
offers other delights for the motorist: “Classy Sun Curtains 
to protect car occupants from hot sun, blinding headlights at 
rear” ; while esthetes were urged to buy a “De Luxe Flower 
Vase complete with a small cluster of artificial roses for your 
coupe or sedan.” 

At this period all seemed serene and prosperous in the au- 
tomobile industry. It is no exaggeration to say that no group 
of industrialists since the beginning of the industrial revolu- 
tion had enjoyed such unparalleled opportunities as those af- 
forded to American motorcar manufacturers. Here was a 
vast continent sparsely settled, and, even in the twentieth cen- 
tury, but sketchily linked by railroads, rivers, roads, and 
canals ; a continent that needed, above all things, a cheap and 
flexible form of transport. In the earth of this continent lay 
most of the materials necessary for the making of automo- 
biles, while it produced gold and goods to trade abroad for 
materials not found at home. Here, too, was an abundant sup- 
ply of skilled and intelligent labor; capital goods of every 
kind; energy, initiative, and a per capita income — ^however 
low — higher than that enjoyed by any other people in the 
world. Here was a domestic market greater than any on 
earth and free of trade barriers of any kind, and a nation 
laying down hard-surface roads with an ease and prodigality 
that made it appear that they were bought at the ribbon 
counters of Woolworth’s. Beyond our borders were the 
markets of the world eager to buy American automobiles, be- 
cause American mass-production methods and the giant do- 
mestic market enabled our manufacturers to excel all others 
in both quality and price. It would seem, therefore, that this 
industry was capable of almost indefinite expansion, yet 
events were soon to show that the industry as a whole was to 
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be faced with grave difficulties, while Mr. Ford, the indus- 
try’s leader, was to encounter a problem created by his own 
methods and peculiar to himself. 

Shortly after the close of the World War, the motor in- 
dustry, frightened by talk of the saturation of the market, 
abandoned its policy of selling for cash, and reached out 
through installment selling to a great group of low-income 
workers who had not been “saturated.” This group, eager to 
ride in cars but unable to ride for cash, responded by hun- 
dreds of thousands when they were permitted to pay as they 
rode. Lowered prices also brought more thousands of cus- 
tomers, but production moved faster than sales, and, in order 
to keep the wheels of the factories turning, the industry soon 
had to adopt another device. This is what the advertising 
gentlemen call the “theory of obsolescence” ; that is, a manu- 
facturer can make consumers vaguely unhappy and disturb 
their sleep by constantly bringing out new car models differ- 
ing but little from the old ones except that the new models 
have new tin whistles and a stylish new finish. The conse- 
quence is that the consumer soon becomes dissatisfied with 
hH “old” car and trades it in for a new one. Car models soon 
began to change, therefore, almost as rapidly as fashions in 
women’s clothes, and consumers, anxious to keep pace with or 
even be ahead of the times, successively bought new editions 
of tin whistles attached to the same kind of bodies and en- 
gines they had bought before. 

The automobile industry continued to forge ahead after 
the World War by virtue of (a) installment selling; (b) con- 
tinually finding new buyers in lower and lower income 
groups; (c) reducing prices, and (d) frequent changes of 
models. It is estimated that, by 1929, the replacement demand 
alone had reached 3 million cars a year. All the while Mr. 
Henry Ford had been undisputed king of the industry, fabu- 
lously rich, and better known to the whole world than any 
man with the possible exception of Charles Chaplin. 

It is now 1927, and we are considering the same Mr. Ford 
who eighteen years before had said with dogmatic compla- 
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cency : “Any customer can have a car painted any color that 
he wants so long as it is black.” The time has now come when 
Mr. Ford is to take and to give a lesson. 

Long before 1927, American manufacturers had begun to 
“sell” that concept which has immemorially been the stock in 
trade of poets and the despair of philosophers — ^beauty. By 
1927 , the perils of motoring were over ; when a man left home 
in his car, he was almost certain to return under his own 
power instead of at the tail end of a pair of mules. The auto- 
mobile engine would continue to be improved, but it was no 
longer an awesome thing to behold or to tinker with, and 
actually it needed little tinkering. What the ugly, skyscraper- 
high, monotonously black car needed was beauty, and some 
manufacturers were getting ready to supply it. It was soon to 
have beauty with the coming of lower-slung bodies, the in- 
vention of quick-drying pyroxylin varnishes enabling manu- 
facturers to turn out colored cars cheaply and quickly, and 
closed bodies that did away with unsightly tops and flapping 
curtains flying in the wind or drooping like the wings of dead 
birds. 

Mr. Ford, however, who was neither poet, philosopher, 
esthete, but a man with a mania for the mass production that 
had served him well in the past, stuck to the color black with 
a passion for this shade found only among the best-dressed 
women of Paris. Mr. Ford seems to have been oblivious, too, 
to the fact that, when cars were bought by men on the score 
of their technical excellence, women, who knew nothing of 
engine performance, let the men do the buying. But once the 
time had arrived when all cars of whatever brand were re- 
liable, women took a hand in choosing them and women had 
become acutely conscious of beauty, color, and style. Mr. 
Ford, however, continued to say “let ’em have black,” and the 
result of his color blindness and esthetic obliquity was that 
thousands of men and women chose the new beautiful Chev- 
rolets in colors. The huge Ford plants were closed almost the 
entire year of 1927, while new models were concocted behind 
the doors. 
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What then happened testifies not only to the magic exerted 
upon the minds of machine-enchanted Americans by the 
name Ford, the symbol of the incredibly successful Master 
Mechanic, but also to the motor mania of the nation. During 
the period when the Ford plants were closed, millions of men 
asked one another millions of times the same but ever-inter- 
esting question: what kind of car will the new Ford be? 
Newspapers printed endless columns of speculation on the 
subject; a man who said, “I know a guy that knows a guy 
that’s seen one,” attained fleeting prestige in the community ; 
while Ford dealers, with little to sell for the moment, took 
orders for the new car sight unseen for delivery in the indefi- 
nite future, and drew on their savings for living expenses. 
Finally, the day of days came — December 2, 1927 — when the 
new car would be shown. On that day, reports Charles Merz 
in And Then Came Ford, “one hundred thousand people 
flocked into the showrooms of the Ford Company in Detroit; 
mounted police were called out to patrol the crowds in Cleve- 
land; in Kansas City so great a mob stormed Convention Hall 
that platforms had to be built to lift the new car high enough 
for everyone to see it.” 

The miracle car was distinguished by two features : it was 
painted in colors, and it matched competitors’ models me- 
chanically. But, from that time until today, Mr. Ford was 
never again to be the undisputed king of the motors indus- 
try. 

Tire Prices Fall While Qualify Rises 

So great is the dominance of the automobile in American 
life that, of the 846 pages in the spring and summer catalog 
of 1935 (Philadelphia Edition), 42 of these pages are de- 
voted to tires and automobile accessories. The brand name 
“Justice” has, however, been dropped, whether because of the 
growing cynicism of the people toward the abstract concept 
from which Sears’ tires took their name, or whether it did 
not sound sufficiently sonorous to the ears of the Company’s 
advertising executives. Allstate is the tire of the 1935 cata- 
log, and both its price and quality reflect changes in Ameri- 
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can economic life and improvements in manufacturing tech- 
nique. 

In the period 1926-37, the price of a 29 X 4.40 Allstate 
tire (the size used for Ford, Chevrolet, and other small cars) 
dropped from $11.25 to $5.65 — a reduction of $5.60. What 
brought about this enormous change in prices ? 

For one thing, $3 of the lowered cost came frorn the pre- 
cipitous drop in the prices of two “controlled” commodities — 
rubber and cotton. For another thing, improved manufactur- 
ing efficiency accounted for $0.42 of the decrease. During the 
period we are considering, the output of tires per man per 
day jumped from three tires to six. And the remaining $2 
of the difference in price resulted from improved distribution 
methods and increased competition which lowered selling 
prices and also cut down profit margins. The consequence 
was that a tire buyer in 1937 paid about one half the price 
he had paid in 1926 and got a far better tire than in the 
earlier period. 

We have seen how Sears increased its guarantee on tire 
mileage from 3,500 miles in 1915 to 6,000-10,000 miles in 
1925. The final step was taken in 1935, when mileage as a 
criterion of measurement was altogether discarded. This is 
the new guarantee: 


18-Month Guarantee 

The Allstate Companion 4-Ply Tire is guaranteed to 
wear for 18 full months. This guarantee includes all road 
hazards that would render the tire unfit for further 
service. There are No Exceptions! Should this tire fail 
within 18 months from date of purchase, return it to our 
Mail Order Plouse. We will replace it with a brand new 
tire, charging you one-eighteenth of the current price for 
each month the tire has been in your possession. 

The Past Lives and Runs 

In a country where publishers permit many books to go 
out of print sometimes within one year after publication, and 
where the woman who buys a set of china dishes today from 
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so-called “open stock” cannot replace a broken plate of the 
same pattern a few months later, it is heartening to observe 
the care and attention lavished on our old motorcars. The 
1935 catalog lists radiators for Model T Fords although their 
manufacture had ceased in 1927 ; radiators for Buicks going 
back fifteen years to 1920, and for Graham Trucks reaching 
into the distant past of 1917. 


The Automobile Revolutionizes Sears 

When Sears began to sell automobiles in the prehistoric 
days of 1908, and, a little while later, when it had stopped 
selling cars and embarked on the extensive selling of auto- 
mobile accessories, it does not seem to have occurred to its 
executives that the motorcar would one day shake the busi- 
ness to its foundations and compel it to abandon its policy of 
selling exclusively by mail. Yet it was little more than twenty 
years from the time Sears first started selling automobiles to 
the time automobiles forced it to begin opening retail stores 
throughout the country. 

The mail-order business at its inception found its economic 
justification and its opportunity in the twin facts of isolation 
endured by millions of people living on the land and their 
inability to satisfy more than a limited range of wants when 
they succeeded in reaching the nearest small town. In its 
simplest terms, the mail-order method simply meant taking a 
large store to the customer, permitting him to make his selec- 
tions of merchandise at leisure, and then delivering the goods 
to his door by freight, mail, or express. Upon these terms the 
mail-order houses flourished and grew great through the lat- 
ter years of the nineteenth century and the earlier years of 
the twentieth century. 

All this was changed by the automobile. Above everything 
else, it gave Americans mobility, and they were quick to use 
it. America literally came out of the mud onto the surfaced 
highway. Automobiles improved in ease of operation and 
speed while their prices came sharply down through the 
years, with the result that passenger cars increased from 458,- 
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000 in 1913 to 24,250,000 in 1936, and, in addition, thousands 
of trucks were used to haul men as well as materials. 

The car and the roads brought the farmer to town, to the 
large town as well as to the small town. The small-town mer- 
chant, too, began to visit the cities; to inspect the stores, and 
to come home and improve his own store and stocks. The iso- 
lation that had been the source and almost the guarantee of 
the mail-order business was fast vanishing, and Sears, faced 
with the alternative of increasing its business through open- 
ing retail stores or hanging onto a decreasing mail-order 
business, chose to open retail stores and at the same time to 
continue its mail-order method of distributing. 

The Apotheosis of the Antomohile 

In 1937, William Allen White, looking backward over 
twenty-five years of his life, remembered Old Tom and, re- 
membering, wrote an editorial for the Gazette which is an 
interesting dissertation on the automobile’s place in Ameri- 
can life; 

We had bought a horse. He cost $125.00. He was 
hitched to a buggy that cost $325.00. It was a canopy- 
topped phaeton with a fringe around it and cut under 
front wheels, a carriage of state and style. Only two other 
carriages were more expensive. They belonged to bankers 
and merchant princes and were drawn by two horses. 
Probably they would cost a thousand dollars each. . 

Today the swellest private passenger vehicles in this 
town are Buicks, Packards, Lincolns, and Cadillacs which 
cost from $2,500 to $5,000. When we bought Old Tom 
and his equipment for $500 there was a vast difference 
between my equipage and that of anyone in The Ga- 
zette office. When I passed by an employee not more 
than two or three of them had buggies, they were walk- 
ing and I was riding— almost a caste distinction. Today 
everyone of the forty employees of The Gazette has a 
car that cost more than $500 and three or four of them 
have a better car than mine. They can whizz by me. 

Six years after I bought Old Tom I drove him with 
Theodore Roosevelt on the backseat. We had a leisurely 
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gossipy view of Emporia. Leading citizens were ashamed 
of Old Tom and the canopy-topped phaeton with the 
fringe in a day when automobiles were coming in, and I 
was offered my choice of three or four cars that cost 
more than $5,000. But I preferred Old Tom and I fancy 
Roosevelt did too, though he laughed about it. Later in 
the same period when Mrs. J. Pierpont Morgan and her 
daughter, Anne, came to visit us, the mother took a nerv- 
ous look at Old Tom who had the sleepy eyes of a camel 
and asked nervously, before she stepped into the phaeton: 

^Tshe safe?^^ 

And the ribald laughter of the few townsmen who were 
at the station to see the great lady, cackled like thunder in 
the mountain. And Anne Morgan, looking at the sway- 
backed old charger, put on one of her sweetest grins and 
assured her mother that she was certain Old Tom would 
not run away. 
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I T IS shortly before six o’clock in the morning', December 
25, 1905. In their Iowa farm home Mr. and Mrs. Joe 
Hutchins are sound asleep. The big double bed sags under 
their weight and the edge of the blanket touches the floor. 
The room is silent save for the snoring of Mr. Hutchins and 
the energetic ticking of a clock that hangs above the mantel. 
Its hands move rapidly and, when they are perpendicular to 
the floor beneath, a cuckoo pokes its head out of a bower of 
carved oak leaves and calls six times. Joe Hutchins groans 
and rolls over. His wife, Mamie, stirs slightly in her flannel- 
ette nightgown. The couple sleep on. Christmas comes but 
once a year. Again the room is silent, but precisely at fifteen 
minutes after six, a quail emerges from its little shelter of 
wooden leaves next to that of the cuckod and whistles the 
quarter hour. This time the Hutchins awaken, sleepily mur- 
mur "Merry Christmas,” and prepare to arise for the happy 
day. 

Above the mantel the faithful clock hurries on to a rendez- 
vous with the year 1906. This is no ordinary timekeeper but 
a famous, if not uncommon, quail-and-cuckoo clock. Nature 
has never been able to make these birds work tandem, but the 
combined ingenuity of Sears and German clockmakers has 
brought them together to sing for their supper in a clock and 
earn their keep by whistling and calling the hours for their 
owners. They are happily housed in “the latest improved and 
Genuine Black Forest masterpiece, imported especially for us 
from Germany. The case is hand carved German walnut or 

oak, as desired The quail whistles the quarter hours and 

the cuckoo calls the full hours. Price, $11.80.” 
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A clock can be ornamental as well as useful, and for cen- 
turies the world’s clockmakers, as though fascinated by the 
mysterious qualities of the time-substance marking begin- 
ning, transition, and end, have exhausted their ingenuity on 
instruments beautiful to the eye which record in pitiful min- 



utes the immortal marchings of the stars. We may expect to 
find, therefore, that the catalog, an inveterate traditionalist, 
will not only continue but even embellish the great tradition. 
And we shall not be disappointed, In 1905, it gave America 
“Our New Acme Queen Cathedral Gong, Price Cut To 
$5.55. (Weight, boxed ready for shipment, 25 pounds).” 

An Acme Queen, one gathers, is the Queen of Queens, even 
as Solomon was King of Kings, It is consequently astonish- 
ing to find nothing even vaguely feminine about this Queen of 
clocks. Its “marbleized imitation onyx case which so closely 
resembles Mexican onyx that it cannot be detected except by 
an expert,” was not, as we might assume from the clock’s 
name, surmounted by a figure of Boadicea or Victoria. There 
rode instead on its top, “a handsome bronze figure.” The fig- 
ure of a bearded, broad-hatted. Cavalier horseman — the spit- 
ting image of Bonnie Prince Charlie thundering silently, if 
somewhat incongruously, above “lion head bronze orna- 
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ments, heavy bronze panel and center ornaments, and hand- 
some mosaic dial in heavy gilt.” 

In the hierarchy of Sears’ clocks there were not only 
Queens, but also Princes, Countesses, and Ladies. Common- 
ers were not permitted to strike the hours for democrats. 
Among the more distinguished members of the mail-order 
nobility was “Our $3.75 Countess Janet Clock,” which was in 
its day, “the most wonderful bargain in the United States,” 
even though its case was not made of Pentelic marble but 
ordinary wood, “hard enameled in black with marbleized orna- 
mentation.” There is something fittingly and beguilingly mys- 
terious about the Countess Janet as there was about the 
Venetian ladies whose swift gondolas cleaving the midnight 
waters of the Grand Canal were noted by Casanova. We 
know, it is true, where the Countess Janet went, but we shall 
never know from whence she came, because “we cannot di- 
vulge the maker’s name on account of the low price quoted.” 

One glance at The Gibson Calendar 8-Day Clock With 
Thermometer and Barometer told all you needed to know and 



Classic Revival 
for $4,95 


whether it would be safe to mow the hay tomorrow. But The 
Beauty Mantel Clock, “one of the finest clocks we have ever 
manufactured,” was to The Gibson as gold to dross. The 
Beauty, with its case surmounted by a pensive figure of a 
sandal-shod goddess, one hand resting on a lyre at her side 
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and the other supporting an evidently aching head, had about 
it something of the melancholy loveliness of the Petit Tri- 
anon. It is gratifying, in retrospect, to know that it was not 
lost upon the desert air, for the demand for it was so great 
that “we have contracted with the factory to use an immense 
quantity at a hitherto unheard of price.” 


Alarming Alarms 

There was no foolishness about the alarm clocks of 1905, 
and it is to the credit of Sears that it made no effort to sell 
them through half-apologetic advertising which sought to 
convey the impression of wooing the sleeper awake. It was 
then the business of an alarm clock to bang on your eardrums 
and continue banging until they burst or you got out of bed, 
and the more nearly an alarm clock simulated a boiler factory 
being run by maniacs, the more it was prized by the hardy 
men of thirty years ago. They had not been brought up on the 
debilitating, sugar-teat psychological theory of later years 
that one ought to be awakened gently. The very names of the 
clocks indicate their purpose in life without evasion or apol- 
ogy. One popular consciousness-crasher was called The 
Racket Strike Alarm. Another was a Chinese torture device 
named The Repeater Intermitting Alarm. A third was The 
Wasp. If these were not enough to make you wish you had 
never been born, we may safely assume that The Fly and The 
Must Get Up would have filled you with the desire to end it 
all. 

These clocks were as austerely utilitarian in design and 



The Racket Strike Alarm — Early American Instrument of 

T orture 


purpose as a gallows, but even in a sterner age than ours 
there were some who craved illusion in the form of the vel- 
vet glove concealing the iron hand. For these weaklings, 
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Sears created its Beautiful Oxidized Alarm Clock. Its case 
was “finished in oxidized copper, beautifully finished . . . 
making an ornament that would grace any parlor mantel- 
piece.” It is not to be expected, however, that a country poi- 
sonously indoctrinated with the Longfellow creed of “Let us, 
then, be up and doing,” would be satisfied with any clock 
whose sole reason for existing was beauty. The Oxidized 
Alarm’s handsome exterior concealed, therefore, an inner 
mechanism which shattered sleep with fifteen minutes of un- 
relenting ringing. It was, says the catalog complacently, a 
“clock longed for by thousands.” 

Cuckoos and Cannon 

In the fall of 1915, the British navy was spread across the 
seas to intercept and destroy German commerce, part of 
which consisted of cuckoo clocks for the American market. 
Whether Germany succeeded in sending them through the 
blockade, or whether Sears, more astute than many .a Foreign 
Office, anticipated the War and stored clocks against The 
Day, the fact is that a whole page of the 1915 catalog is de- 
voted to Imported Black Walnut Cuckoo Clocks. The 
peasant carvers of the Black Forest, as though fearful that 
their art might perish in a warring world, seem to have out- 
done themselves, for the 1915 clocks are more elaborately 
carved, supercarved, and encrusted than ever before. But 
war has already brought its burdens to America, for the 
$11.80 clock of 1905 has become the $19.48 of 1915. This 
time, however, the instrument has become a miniature zoo 
inhabited not only by a cuckoo and a quail but also a stag, 
making it indeed a “clock you will be proud to own.” 

It is not, however, the mantel clocks but the alarm clocks 
that show us how much the times have changed since 1905. 
In 1915, we were growing rich selling our goods to a war- 
ring world, and, during those lush days. Sears pictured an 
alarm clock named The National Call against a shadowy 
background of cannon and swords. We actually believed, in 
1915, that we could be in the world but not of it, and peace 
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was not only virtuous but profitable. Two years later, Ameri- 
cans were to be dying in Flanders’ mud, but at the moment 
“The National Call is the sentry for the great American 
army of peaceful industry. He is Father Time’s most alert 
son, trained.to foil every approach of oversleep. PeJace is his 
watchword, so he carries no arms, but with two big hands and 
a clear ringing voice makes every signal thoroughly under- 
stood. . . . Wherever the roll call, on the farm, in the mine, 
in the factory, at the railroad yards, wherever there’s work 
to do, all answer Here with a salute to The National Call.” 

These are brave words, but the cold fact is that the old 
gray mare ain’t what she used to be. Where now are the 
clocks of 1905 — The Wasp, The Must Get Up, and The 
Racket Strike Alarm ? Soft boys sleep now in soft beds and 
the clocks that purr them awake are innocuous and weak. 
Their names betray their lack of virility: The Luminous 
One-Day Nickel Plated Alarm, The Small One-Day Alarm, 
The Brass Finished Eight-Day Alarm. 

Genuinely alarming is the fact that Sears’ clocks are now 
so polite that they do not shout and pound on the ears of 
sleepers. For example: “Our Musical Alarm Clock; a pleas- 
ing novelty. Plays one tune about ten minutes. . , . Musical at- 
tachment is SQ arranged that when clock is set at a certain 
time a tune is played instead of an alarm.” Or — even more 
alarming — “The Gold Plated One-Day Desk or Dresser 
Clock. Cupid design.” Here the catalog unblushingly makes 
a shameful admission. “The One-Day Dresser Clock,” it says, 
“does not alarm.” An. alarm clock that does not alarm ! What 
have we come to? A three-word essay on the degeneration of 
a nation. As a footnote to the decline of the West, there is a 
group of French Ivory (grained celluloid) clocks, dripping 
gentility, which couldn’t prod even an early robin to catch the 
early worm. 

The catalog, however, like the America it mirrors, fills one 
alternately with despair and hope. After a succession of 
alarm-clock vipers with stingers removed, one’s hopes for 
the recrudescence of our ancient virtues are aroused by “The 
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Electric Alarm Clock, $5.00.” Its design and function re- 
mind us that time, far from being a mere metaphysical foot- 
ball of the philosophers, is — ^money. “The compartment on 
the right side of case contains the battery and the compart- 
ment on the left side contains a savings bank with combina- 
tion lock. The entire case is nickel plated and polished, mak- 
ing it highly ornamental” Who could lie sleeping or futilely 
dreaming in bed with this “nickel plated and highly polished” 
reminder constantly before him that time is a pregnant syn- 
onym for dollars ? 


A New World 

1905-1915-1925. The decades pass. The catalog itself, 
born in 1886, is now graying a bit around the temples. The 
War has come and gone, and Germany for the moment is 
crushed, but in the Black Forest, not far from Baden-Baden 
where international profiteers fondle their wines and their 
mistresses in the Hotel Stephanie, peasant artisans carve 
wood into leaves, stags, quail, and cuckoos for the faraway 
cuckoo-clock fanciers of the United States. Once more the 
cuckoo calls and the quail whistles while the stag lopks on 
benignly, just as though the sun had not risen and set for 
four years upon the broken bodies of millions. 

In the world of clocks the Greek influence of 1905 is also 
gone. The Twelve in their broidered garments have gone back 
to Parnassus and never shall the parlors of the Middle West 
shelter them again. Ormolu gold (gilt, to the vulgar) still re- 
mains, no longer in broad patches, but in mere thumbnail 
daubs. A few “variegated columns” survive to remind us of 
an age that has flown, but the majority of the clocks are of 
plain polished wood. 

The National Call is still calling, but business apparently 
is not so good as it was in the golden days of 1915 when it 
cheerfully hailed the boys to the factory and the railroad 
yards. The copywriter knew, of course, that business was not 
what it used to be, and one glance at the thin 1,000 pages of 

the 1925 catalog, as opposed to the fat 1,600 pages of the 1915, 
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confirmed his unhappiest convictions. And he — being human 
— doesn’t seem to know why people should now get up at all 
and is correspondingly vague about it. Note his false brisk- 
ness and property smile: “On time! Work, school, meals, ap- 
pointments , — punctuality is demanded by modern life and the 
alert and active family demands a reliable alarm clock. . . . 
America is rising to the clear inviting ring of The National 
Call for thousands upon thousands of homes depend on this 
sturdy clock to start their day and keep them punctual.” 

Sadly enough, while it cost only $2 to be called by The Na- 
tional Call in 1915, when there was something to get up for, 
it cost $2.50 for a false-alarm call by the same clock in 1925, 
when there was little reason to get up at all. 


The Vogue of the Simple 

“Thou wast not born for death, immortal bird!” It is 1935 
now, and, after thirty years of wars, revolutions, and panics, 
the cuckoo and the quail are still calling and whistling 
through the pages of the catalog. Popular choice, allegedly 
fickle, has bestowed a temporal immortality upon the quail- 
and-cuckoo clock. 

The bright host of “richly ornamental clocks,” that once 



illumined the parlors of America with their Third Empire 
gilt brightness, is now reduced to a sole survivor, and the 
Catalog tempers its description of this baroque beauty with 
the cold-water word “dignified.” Wood clocks are now aus- 
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terely simple. Planes are not ashamed to be planes, and wood 
at last is content to be wood, naked and unadorned. 

The National Call will call for you now at the same price 
demanded for its services fifteen years ago, if you are con- 
tent with the “round style, very popular.” 

New materials are in vogue: chromium and plastics. New 
colors, too, are widely used. No longer are alarm clocks 
merely brass or nickel; they now are black, rose, green, or 
ivory. And the catalog, scarred veteran of many a fight with 
manufacturers of nationally advertised brands of merchan- 
dise, lists, but without enthusiasm, the well-publicized Big 
Ben clocks. A new merchandise era is in the making. 



7 ■ WATCH BIRDS AND HUNTING-CASE STAGS 


A S THE twentieth century grows older, more and more nar- 
^ rowed becomes the freeborn American’s ability to exer- 
cise unrestrainedly his individual taste, however exotic or ec- 
centric, in the choice of many lines of mercandise. It may 
make for lower costs and higher efficiency, as Mr. Herbert 
Hoover suggested when he was Secretary of Commerce, to 
produce fewer kinds of monkey wrenches or shades of silk 
stockings, but it is undeniable that this form of business puri- 
tanism tends to wither the lushness of our national life. In 
1905, however, when Mr. Hoover was an engineer (but had 
not yet become the Great Engineer) and American taste had 
not been constricted into the strait jacket of the assembly 
line, the consumer who wanted a cow that could jump over 
the moon could get one, because some enterprising manufac- 
turer would make it for him. The limits of pampering of 
consumers’ tastes were the limits merely of the existing techno- 
logical abilities of manufacturers. The worm of standard- 
ization had not yet begun to canker the rose of individualism. 
Nowhere were roses flung more riotously with the throng 
than in the gold- and silver-spangled pages that present 
Sears’ watches for ladies and gents. Here, as in teeming 
tropical seas, one is confounded by the richness, the coloring, 
the variety of the species. 

Where now, for example, will you find Moon Calendar 
Watches, at Prices Cut Again ? Under their crystal cov- 
ers framed in base or precious metal, one kept automatic tab 
of the day of the week, day of the month, day of the year, 
month of the year, and the changes of the moon. The stu- 
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pendous solar system, tamed and reduced to miniature, lay 
in your pocket beating warm and snug against the beatings 
of your heart. One’s admiration for this mechanical marvel is 
tinctured only with the patriotic regret that it was made not 
in America but in Switzerland. The price? $6.30. 

A few years after the Klondike gold rush and the shooting 
of Dan McGrew, Sears wrought a metallurgical marvel and 
commemorative piece in the form of The Alaska Silver 
All American Open Face Watch, $1.98. Alaska silver. 



the catalog tells us simply, is no creation of bungling nature 
working alone and unaided, but is “a composition of several 
metals giving the watch the appearance of coin silver.” 

Alaska was much in the public prints in 1905 ; Seward’s 
Folly was now declaring fabulous dividends, and watch- 
makers, the. catalog clinging to their coattails, swung onto the 
bandwagon. One of the fine pieces commemorating the his- 
tory of the times was a watch of “Alaska silver with solid 
gold inlaid.” The case was decorated with an engraving of 

— 183 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


The Old 97 thundering across a trestle above a lake, a plume 
of black smoke trailing from its stack. In the foreground, a 
sailboat careened to the breeze; in the background, a steamer 
was hull down on the horizon. A pleasant combination of 
landscape cum trestle and seascape, and a satisfying, ever- 
present symbol of the gold rush that conquered Alaska. 

The country was still rich in giants in 1905. John Henry, 
“who weighed forty-four pounds when he was born,” and 
built the Yellow Dog Railroad between dawn and dusk, was 
laughing his gold-toothed laugh up and down the Mississippi 
River from Cairo to New Orleans. Paul Bunyan was living 
in the north woods, and he and his playmates were letting 
daylight into the dense forests of the Middle West and the 
Pacific slope, or raising thunderous payday hell in the pleas- 
ure parlors of Muskegon and Seattle. These bonebreakers 
and peavy bulls had no use for timepieces of lavender and old 
lace, however encrusted they might be with sentiment or his- 
torical associations. They wanted watches that could not only 
take it but also dish it out when the going became hard, and 
the catalog, being all things to all men, ofifered a watch espe- 
cially made for oversized giants. 

This gargantuan instrument was The Only Ounce 
Alaska Silver Case Manufactured in the World. You 
Cannot Find Them Elsewhere. And little wonder. Where 
else but in the catalog’s imperial domain could you find men 
capable of toting a watch whose case alone, without the 
movement, weighed more than a quarter of a pound? Men 
who carried such watches were obviously subjected to emo- 
tional and physical stresses beyond the ordinary, and Sears, 
the ever anticipatory, provided for their extraordinary re- 
quirements. The catalog tells us that “This case is made to 
stand 800 pounds strain; your movement is safe no matter 
what happens.” 

Amid the manifold designs of watchcases that flowered in 
heterogeneous catalog profusion, one discerns the working of 
a certain order which reduced the principal motifs to three. 
These were: (1) The Noble Stag. He seems to have spent his 
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time either at bay with lowered and threatening horns or in 
rut with raised and questing antlers. (2) The Little Birds. 
One finds them nearly always swooning amid the honey- 
suckle or carrying streamers of ribbons in their gold-filled 
beaks to the little gray home in the West. (3) The Iron 
Horse. This monster was generally depicted coming down the 



A Combination Watch, 
Concealed Weapon, and 
Deck Armor 


mountain, a black belching avalanche sweeping everything 
before it, or gliding on high driving wheels across a lake. 

The ingenuity and skill of early twentieth-century Ameri- 
can watchcase artists in their avoidance of monotony in treat- 
ment seems sometimes to rival the Greek sculptor of the fifth 
century who gave a deathless exhibition of avoiding monot- 
ony by the slightest variations of the postures and draperies 
repeated twelve times in the Weeping Women. Consider, for 
instance, The Noble Stag. We see him time after time, and 
while he is always the same in his forest-primeval nobility and 
his woodsy staginess, yet he is never quite the same. Some- 
times he stands amid gold-plated bulrushes, ears at the alert 
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and antlers brushing a copper-gold sky, in a give-me-liberty- 
or-give-me-death mood. At other times, he hotfoots, as if in 
answer to a mating call, across a grassy meadow hedged in 
by engine turning. Occasionally, we find him alone and for- 
lorn, thinking higher thoughts against a background of dark 
mountains hanging above a sunny lake. But always, and in 



whatever posture, no one could doubt the congenital nobility 
of a catalog stag, although one might wish sometimes that he 
would unbend and stand on his head for joy of living, jump in 
the lake to avoid the northland mosquitoes, or rip up from 
head to heels a hunter who is annnoying him, and thus give 
some evidence of the warming common touch. 

St. Francis of Assisi could not have loved birds more than 
our own watchcase designers. Their love of birds — all of them, 
of whatever kind or feather — was so deep, indeed, that fear- 
ing subconsciously to offend them by depicting members of a 
particular species, they kept the peace and confounded orni- 
thologists by creating a singular genus: the watchcase bird. 

This little symbol of love was usually found in pairs, 
thereby betraying some earthly relationship with their ances- 
tors of the Ark, although occasionally they appear alone or 
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in threes. On rare occasions, the designers indulge in subtle 
symbolism and present only the merest evocation of the 
birds in the form of gold-filled eggs snug in a bower of gun- 
metal leaves. 

The lot of the watchcase bird was an unhappy one. It must 
have been plagued by the ills of maladjustment and frus- 


Gold-Filled Watch Bird Hovering on 
Silverine Wings Above 
Gun-Metal Flowers 


tration, for it seems to have spent much of its time hovering 
with beating wings above clusters of babies’-breath or Queen 
Anne’s lace which it could never quite reach. When the world 
is too much with it, it leaves the flowers to get along as best 
they may and flies on silverine wings toward the westering 
sun. But the watchcase bird, after all, was American, and its 
wings, like the clouds among which they fluttered, had a sil- 
ver lining. In happier mood, we see the birds touch beaks, 
without apparent sense of modesty, above expectant nests; 
perch on the doorsills of love- filled cottages in the gloaming ; 
spread their feathers against a blank space that will one day 
contain someone’s initials, or, in a frenzy of joy, dash from 
bough to bough of a springtime forest bearing streamers of 
ribbons. 

While it is somewhat difficult to understand, the decora- 
tive popularity of stags and birds in a country whose arts and 
life have been but little influenced by the Orient, it is im- 
mediately apparent why The Iron Horse should appear so 
often on the watchcases of a continental, restless, machine- 
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enchanted people. So strong indeed is the impact of locomo- 
tives and trains upon us that occasionally an able American 
novelist such as the late Thomas Wolfe actually seemed to be 
obsessed with them, and in page after page of magical prose, 
described trains hurtling across America. And Benjamin 
R. C. Low, knowing that every American boy — certainly in 
the preairplane age — wanted to be a locomotive engineer, 
wrote : 


The Little Boy to the Locomotive 

Big non horse with lifted head, 

Panting beneath the station shed, 

You are my dearest dream come true ; — 

/ love my Dad; I worship you! 

Your noble heart is filled with fire, 

For all your toil, you never tire, 

And though you’re saddled-up in steel. 

Somewhere, inside, I know you feel. 

All night in dreams when you pass by. 

You breathe out stars that fill the sky. 

And novo, when all my dreams are true, 

I hardly dare come close to you. 

If the locomotive had a strong appeal to the American im- 
agination, it possessed grave limitations in its decorative pos- 
sibilities, but our watchcase designers proved that their in- 
genuity flowed from an inexhaustible well. The Iron Horse, 
by comparison with The Noble Stag or the The Little Birds, 
was pretty wooden. It could not strike postures, answer love 
calls, or make the forest look like the ribbon counter of a de- 
partment store during a bargain sale. It was not permitted 
even to venture from the monotonous normal and indulge in 
the capricious orgy of a‘ wreck. This vagary seems to have 
been forbidden it by the success-story tradition and the iron 
law of the happy ending, although, perversely, some locomo- 
tives are celebrated in song precisely because they turned on 
their masters and scalded them to death. In any event, all that 
The Iron Horse was permitted to do — on watchcases — was to 
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emit smoke. Yet even within the framework of this severe 
limitation, it is an ever-fascinating gun-metal or gold-filled 
monster as it rounds curves in darkling mountains, thunders 
through cavernous night, or steams serenely across sail- 
studded lakes, and always accompanied, whether steaming or 
thundering, by a sky-blackening cloud. 

In 1905, when the individual was more than an academic 
theory debated by antiquarians, and individualism expressed 
itself by demanding a wide choice of merchandise. Sears ran- 
sacked the inventor’s attics and the artist’s ateliers of two 
continents for things to please its myriad clientele. For pre- 
cious gents (or ladies) whose souls dwelt in Tempe, although 
they got their mail on a rural route in South Dakota, the 
catalog presented Our New Gentlemen’s Thin 16-Size 
German Silver, Gray Oxidized Finish, Antique Pat- 
tern Open-Face Novelty Watch. Its price — $3.15 — ^may 
seem something of an anticlimax after the sonorous horns of 
this overture, but we are told that it was a splendid time- 
keeper and the design proves it to have been an unforgettable 
souvenir of the grandeur that was Greece. Here a Swiss 
watchmaker employed his Alpine genius and, with a hand as 
fluent as that of Giotto, introduces us into the presence of a 
well-fleshed goddess wearing a stylish-stout flowing robe, 
seated on her well-tempered clavichord blowing mad timbrels 
in the innocent face of a fat, foot-bathing Cupid on the other 
side of the brook. 

Generally the eyes of the intensely pragmatic catalog fo- 
cused on the present, but occasionally they gazed into the 
future and we are permitted to see what they beheld. An un- 
happy revelation of the shape of things to come is found in the 
catalog’s description of Boys’ or Gentlemen’s Genteel 
Thin 17-Size Gold Filled Watches, $7.50. Note the new 
and ominous word “genteel” occurring in the same pages that 
proclaimed the quarter-pound watch capable of standing a 
strain of 800 pounds. We know now that the frontier is pass- 
ing; the covered wagon is being used for hayrides and pic- 
nics. The catalog-Cassandra goes on chanting doom by impli- 
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cation: “A small, thin, genteel, high grade, twenty-year gold 
filled watch, the coming size, thickness, shape and style for 
boy or gentleman; the neatest, most perfect watch made.” 

The death rattle is already in Paul Bunyan’s throat; the 
peavy bull is going out and the drugstore cowboy is coming 
in; flapjacks and molasses are giving way to tea and 
crumpets; the enervating running-water bathtub will soon 
stand in men’s homes all over the land to sap their strength 
with its Roman temptations. For now, alas, the very same 
watch may be worn by boys or — not men — gentlemen. And 
what kind of a watch? “A genteel, thin watch,” fit for a 
porcelain-fragile Daughter of the Confederacy living on 
crusts in refined retirement from the world, but scarcely the 
thing for men who ripped open the hard belly of a conti- 
nent and drew forth staggering riches. This microbe, more- 
over, burrowing into the once vigorous heart of America is, 
we are told, “the coming size.” We shall see with what ac- 
curacy the catalog predicted the future. 

Anchoring: Chains 

When a man bought a watch in 1905, he had to buy a chain 
or fob to hold it down. Consequently, Sears as a purveyor of 
watches became also a purveyor of watch accessories and, 
never one to tackle a job without hearty gusto, threw foun- 
tains of fobs and intricate traceries of gold-filled chains about 
the land. 

A watch chain, one would think, offers only the most sterile 
possibilities to the goldfilledsmith, because seemingly the only 



A Watch-Anchor Chain of 1905 


reasonable variations lie in the shape and the size of the links. 
But as we have seen before, what might have been.a headache 
for Cellini was all in the day’s work for the anonymous artists 
of the catalog. For example: No. C5560. “Gold Filled Bright 
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Polish, Extra Strong. Warranted For Twenty Years. Price 
$4.25.” This was an intricate composition of gold-filled 
horseshoes soldered to metal replicas of men’s belts linked 
together with long staples, from which depended another and 
smaller-size link chain. 

In the previtamin, predietetics days of 1905, when men ate 
long and often because, paradoxically, the country did not 
then have Too Much of Everything, mail-order watch chains, 
embellished by attached, charms, flowed smoothly across 
many an ample belly. A pleasing example of the chain plus 
charm is No. 4C6308 : “Fancy swedged trace links, gold filled, 
bright polish, warranted 20 years; fancy signet charm for 
monogram. Two-letter monogram, 25 cents extra. Price 


The Dude^s Delight — Chain with Charm 



$3.00. (If by mail, postage 3 cents).” The^ “fancy stone set 
charms,” simulating onyx, sardonyx, or opals, were usually 
engraved with the head of a woman wearing flowers in her 
hair — a woman, comfortingly, who might just as easily be 
Pinkham of the pills as Ceres of the fields. 

The Great Brotherhood 

Many of the chains bore attached emblems of the Masons, 
the Elks, the Woodmen of the World, the Beavers, the 
Knights of Columbus, the Moose, the Redmen, and other 
insignia of that vast fraternity of lodge members which 
counts its numbers by millions. 
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In 1921, G. K. Chesterton,* traveling in Oklahoma, saw 
a “lean, brown man having rather the look of a shabby tropi- 
cal traveller, with a grey moustache and a lively and alert 
eye. But the most singular thing about him was that the front 
of his coat was covered with a multitude of shining metallic 
emblems made in the shape of stars and crescents. I was well 
accustomed by this time to Americans adorning the lapels of 
their coats with little S3nnbols of various societies ; it is a part 
of the American passion for the ritual of comradeship. There 
is nothing that an American likes so much as to have a secret 
society and make no secret of it.” 

Mr. Chesterton, like many another casual traveler to the 
United States, or, for that matter, like many a city smart 
aleck holed up in one of the anonymous cells of New York, 
utterly failed to comprehend the role played in American life 
by lodges, clubs, and societies. Secret societies did not, for 
one thing, spring from American soil. They are as ancient 
as early Egypt; as old as Periclean Greece. The Masonic 
lodge, for instance, was founded in Britain, and the male 
members of the British royal family still belong to it and play 
an important role in it. In this country, as long ago as 1778, 
George Washington, when he retook Philadelphia, marched 
with his brothers to a special Masonic service “in full Ma- 
sonic attire and adorned with all the jewels and insignia of 
the brotherhood.” 

Many American lodges and societies, moreover, are pri- 
marily insurance organizations. Some of them antedate the 
insurance companies and offered life insurance to their mem- 
bership long before there were either accurate vital statistics 
or actuarial tables based on the statistics, A number of them 
coat their otherwise dry-as-dust proceedings with ritual and 
regalia; others have no ritual or regalia. But most of them 
served — and still serve — a useful and once indispensable 
function in a country whose devotion to life insurance is lit- 
tle short of religious. 

* Gilbert Keith Chesterton, What I Sait/ In America, p. 178. 
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The point, however, that seems to have escaped Mr. Ches- 
terton and American sneerers at lodges and societies, is this ; 
the United States is a stupendous continent. We have no 
such expression in our language as the French petit pays, 
which derives at once from living in a small country and a 
strong sense of local attachment born of age-long association 
with a definite bit of soil or neighborhood. What Texan, for 
instance, would speak of Texas, or any part of it, as his petit 
pays, when the state is as large as Germany and France com- 
bined; when the Sunset Limited of the Southern Pacific takes 
almost twenty-four hours to cross it from border to border ? 
Generations of Americans spent their lives moving over the 
face of this country; many of them lived in little towns re- 
mote from other little towns and farther still from cities ; men 
were born and died in homes that were thirty or fifty miles 
away from the next nearest homes. In small and crowded 
western Europe, this condition has not existed for centuries. 
Men felt lonely and lost amid this fertile desolation called 
America; they huddled together when they could for comfort 
under the wide sky, and, huddling, formed societies and clubs 
out of a desire for warm human companionship. 

Similarly, there has never been in the United States a 
normal group life such as that expressed for the Germans by 
their Saengerbunds and Turnvereins; for the Czechs by their 
Sokols; for the Swedes by their gymnastic clubs, or, for that 
matter, for the French by theif cafes. We had, it is true, 
saloons which at least served the purpose — whatever their 
evils — of supplying a place cool in summer and warm in win- 
ter where men whose homes were hot or cold tenements 
could find a moment of escape, but they expressed neither a 
group life nor even an approach to the poor man’s club atmos- 
phere of the French cafe. A group life — in the European 
sense — is perhaps impossible in the United States, because the 
country is too large and the population too heterogeneous. But 
searching consciously or unconsciously for silch a life, men 
formed societies which in some degree served the purpose. 
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These, then, are some of the implications and meanings 
that lie behind the fraternal charms offered by the catalog, 
and because there are millions of brothers in the country — 
black and white — such charms appear in every issue. 

Chains for Dudes and Lovers 

The United States, despite its he-man tradition, has always 
had a certain number of dudes, and their scented coin being 
as sound as that of the catwalking steel worker, the catalog, 
which plays no favorites, goes after some of it. These biologi- 
cal sports — strange offspring of Paul Bunyan and Daniel 
Boone — seem to have been satisfied on ordinary occasions 
with a mere “gold-filled pony vest chain.” But when en fete, 
they demanded nothing less than No. 4C5651. “Fancy Woven 
3-Strand Hair Vest Guard, 8^ inches long, with very fancy 
gold plated tips, side bar and swivel.” 

American men are accused nowadays of lacking those gal- 
lantries called Continental; of failing to bring to love those 
little touches that are at once endearing and exciting. They 
are, we are told, good providers but poor lovers. They send 
flowers from the florist. They do not bring a single flower in 
hand to the lady of their choice. “They always prefer,” said a 
French critic, “the entree before the hors d’oeuvres.” What- 
ever the truth of these assertions, American men were not al- 
ways like this. The ardent lovers of 1905, the sentimentalists 
suspiring with love requited or unrequited, expressed them- 
selves fully and prettily through watch fob No. C6498. “Hair 
Chain Braided To Order, Like Above ^illustration]. Price 
$1.00.” How did one go about it? The catalog tells us. 

“Requires about 134 ounces haircombings to braid a chain. 
Is made in two pieces, and together with mountings is 12>1 
inches long. When you send in your hair to be braided be 
sure and write us when you do so and put your name and 
address on package.” 

Here, then, is a picture of American love in a time that 
reaches back to Richard Lovelace when he wrote “To Ama- 
rantha, that She Would Dishevel Her Hair” : 
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Amarantha sweet and fair, 

Ah, braid no more that shining hair! 

As my curious hand or eye 
Hovering round thee, let 'it fly! 

War Kills the Watch Bird 

In 1915, this advertisement of the Cleveland Automatic 
Machine Company appeared in the American Machinist A It 
describes a shrapnel-making machine for the use of warring 
Europe. 

The material is high in tensile strength and VERY Spe- 
cial and has a tendency to fracture into small pieces upon 
the explosion of the shell. The timing of the fuse for this 
shell is similar to the shrapnel shell, but it differs in that 
two explosive acids are used to explode the shell in the 
large cavity. The combination of these two acids causes a 
terrific explosion, having more power than anything of its 
kind yet used. Fragments become coated with the acids in 
exploding and wounds caused by them mean death in ter- 
rible agony within four hours if not attended to immedi- 
ately. 

From what we are able to learn of conditions in the 
trenches, it is not possible to get medical assistance to any- 
one in time to prevent fatal results. It is necessary to cau- 
terize the wound immediately, if in the body or head, or to 
amputate the limbs, as there seems to be no antidote that 
will counteract the poison. 

It can be seen from this that this shell is more effective 
than the regular shrapnel, since the wounds caused by 
shrapnel balls and fragments in the muscle are not as dan- 
gerous, as they have no poisonous element making prompt 
attention necessary. 

At the time when this advertisement appeared — a far-off, 
mournful New World horn announcing the death of humani- 
tarianism, liberalism, and reason in the Old World — Sears’ 
catalogs, in near-by Chicago, were pouring from the presses 
in millions and going out to a people whose lives by compari- 

* Quoted in Engelbrecht and Hanighen, Merchants of Death, p. 182. 
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son with those of Europeans were like Eden before the Fall. 

In the pages of watches for men, we find they have changed 
but little since 1905, although there are unmistakable signs of 
coming change. The Little Birds still hover above the flowers, 
but we know with unhappy prescience that they will soon join 
the once billion-winged passenger pigeon in limbo, because 
their nests have disappeared and they will mate no more amid 
the jack-in-the-pulpit. The Noble Stag — ^noble to the bitter 
end — faces us in one model with defiant eyes, but in another 
turns his rump toward us in tired resignation and gazes wist- 
fully at a never-never land beyond the setting sun. Only one 
Iron Horse remains of all the splendid company that once 
shook a continent, and it plunges smoke-enveloped down the 
mountain in the manner of the old tradition. But it runs now 
on a track paralleled by a border of fleur-de-lis encroaching 
on the roadbed, and it is evident that The Iron Horse is on 
its last wheels. 

The watch with the quarter-pound case survives un- 
changed, but the changing language of the catalog gives us a 
clue to what is happening in America. In 1905, we were told 
that the case of this watch was “made to stand 800 pounds 
strain; your movement is safe no matter what happens.” Ten 
years later the catalog is unable to talk straight from the 
shoulder. Compare this description of 1915 with that of 1905. 
“Nickel is known to be much tougher and more durable than 
solid silver. This combination of metals, nickel and solid sil- 
ver makes it possible to produce a case with a tensile strength 
that is simply marvelous.” Education — the great American 
panacea — is evidently getting in its dirty work both at the 
copywriter’s desk of Sears and out in the country among the 
customers. The precision-tool exactness of the former lan- 
guage of the people is giving way to the mealymouthiness of 
the educated. American speech is losing its bite. 

Hunting-case watches are still popular in 1915, but the 
cases have become thin and wanly elegant; the rich, baroque 
decor of the preceding decade gives way to plain surfaces 
unrelieved by anything except deeply engraved Spencerian 

— 196— 



WATCH BIRDS AND HUNTING-CASE STAGS 

initials. The massive watch chain is gone. The tender senti- 
ment that decreed the braiding of hair chains is flown. Amer- 
ica is growing rich; going to college; building country clubs; 
playing golf. A new kind of man comes upon the scene: “styl- 
ish dressers.” 

Many of the chains are attached to gold-plated pocket 
knives. Where now are the steel knives once carried by 
American men, equally suitable for whittling a stick, draw- 
ing a wild duck, or picking the teeth ? And in a land where 
strong men once bit off cigar ends with strong teeth, the 
chain is sometimes pendant upon a “gold filled cigar cutter, 
bright polish, engraved.” 

One wonders whether Count von Bernstorff, the German 
Ambassador in Washington in 1915, did not with character- 
istic, German thoroughness, survey the catalogs and report 
to his government that the Americans had become a degen- 
erate people who would not fight. 

After' the War !s Over 

It is 1925. Our boys have been home nearly eight years 
from the wars overseas. They are growing fat around their 
bellies and gray around the ears. More and more, as time 
passes, tee-da-dums take the place of the forgotten words of 
“Mademoiselle from Armentieres.” Their conversation seems 
to harden with their arteries. During the war they had picked 
up a hitherto sissy innovation — ^the wrist watch — and, pass- 
ing it through the fire of battle, made it an instrument worthy 
of men. But once back in the factory or on the farm, they 
slumped into old ways and wore again their old-fashioned 
watches with chain or fob. Although millions of wrist 
watches enabled American soldiers to keep engagements with 
the enemy on the battlefield or in Paris with a girl, it is a 
strange fact that the catalog of 1925 lists only a few. 

Watches Go Hollywood 

In 1935, the wrist watch takes the center of the stage, and 
the old-fashioned hunting-case watch retires to the wings to 
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await an infrequent cue from an unreconstructed American. 
The catalog pictures dozens of slender models bearing now 
the proud names of Waltham, Bulova, and Elgin. Bulova has 
done more for time than all the philosophers and physicists 
who have ever wrestled with it. Bulova, set free by the radio, 
gave men a new concept and called it “Bulova watch-time." 

The industrial revolution, unlike the physical evolution of 
nature or the political revolutions of men, seems to move for- 
ward not in a zigzag but a straight line. And it is not de- 
flected one whit from its course by American William Mor- 
rises who go to Mexico and cry out to us from its high air 
for a return to the crafts era. The Federal government rec- 
ognized that the American industrial revolution was in full 
swing long ago, because in 1900, for the first time, it ceased 
to record crafts production in its business census. The cata- 
log, too, keeps its eye on the ball and, seeing men soaring on 
wings in the sky, lists the Aero wrist watch for men. Then, 
turning to the sanctum of the movies where millions of 
Americans daily turn, it shakes out of its voluminous sleeves 
The Mickey Mouse Wrist Watch. Mickey Mouse 
Keeps Time for Over 1^ Million Children. Two More 
Mickeys in Enameled Colors on the Watch. But 
Mickey, for all that he is as much a favorite in Athens, 
Greece, as he is in Athens, Georgia, is an American mouse 
and consequently must be useful as well as amusing. There- 
fore: “Daily, Mickey teaches boys and girls to be on time. 
Note Sears low price. Regular $2.95 Value, $2.69.” 

Once, long ago, the heroes of American childhood were 
Uncas — the Last of the Mohicans — Paul Revere, Dick Merri- 
well, and Daniel Boone. But they were storybook heroes. You 
had to read — even buy — a book to get at them. These pioneer 
hardships have happily been eliminated by the radio, and a new 
group of ethereal heroes has been created. Among them none 
was more famous in 1935 than Buck Rogers whose thrilling 
adventures the children followed while they dribbled on their 
bibs (thereby creating more sales) the nourishing, rich in 
vitamins, iron, quinine, ipecac, phosphorus, nicotine, and 
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other character-building properties found only in Bunko, The 
Breakfast Food of a Nation of Children. The people who 
erected a tomb for General Grant and an arch for Admiral 
Dewey made a watch for Buck Rogers. This is how the cata- 
log describes it : 

“Your Own Buck Rogers. See your hero and Wilma on 
the dial in brilliant colors. Tiger Man on back. Nickel plated 
case. Every boy should have one of these popular watches. In 
attractive colorful box. Shpg. wt, 8 oz, 

Sears and the Old-Fashioned Girl 

As long ago as 1883, Mary A. Livermore, in What shall 
we do with our Daughters?, speaks of a woman engineer at 
the Philadelphia Centennial Exposition of 1876. She was, 
says Mrs. Livermore, “a comely maiden with a pleasant face, 
refined manners, and dainty dress, who, amid the heat, dust, 
smoke, and noise, preserved her neatness, and yet did all the 
work from starting the fire in the morning to blowing off the 
steam at night. The girl herself said that her labor was not so 
exhausting as taking charge of an ordinary cook-stove, while 
her pay was twelve dollars a week.” 

A little later, Emily Faithfull, in her Three Visits To 
America, reported: “I saw American women employed in all 
kinds of ways — in staining and enamelling glass, cutting 
ivory, pearl, and tortoise shell, as well as weaving carpets, 
working the looms for furniture and carriage draperies ; they 
are press feeders as well as type-setters, they make and pack 
candles, and cut glue in sheets. . . . There are thousands of 
women tailors in New York, and in the button trade the pro- 
portions of women to men is six to one. . . . Girls were pack- 
ing chewing tobacco in tin-foil . . . and judging from the ex- 
tent to which this pernicious habit is practiced in America, 
it must be difficult to keep the supply in due proportion to the 
demand. . . .” 

The golden age of the American woman is evidently in the 
making. She still has not got the vote, but that will come in 
time, and she is not waiting for a Lincoln to set her free. She 

__ 199 _ 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


is demanding and getting the privileges hitherto reserved by 
men for men. Soon she will have the right to work long hours 
for low wages in dark factories. It is certain that she will 
never submit to the low status of Chinese and French women 
who share nothing with their husbands except a home, a pro- 
found intimacy, and an integrated family life. But in the 
1890’s, while the woman’s emancipation movement was 
stronger than ever, doubts arose even among the women. 
Seven hundred girl students of Stanford University were 
asked: “What person of whom you have heard would you 
like most to resemble?” Vogue recorded the replies. In nine 
cases out of the ten, the person the girls most wanted to re- 
semble was — a man. 

Despite these alleged evidences of change ; despite the fact 
that women for a long time had been packing chewing to- 
bacco, cutting glue into sheets, and stoking furnaces, the cata- 
log, whether out of sheer gallantry, or whether it considered 
that its clientele was still made up of old-fashioned girls who 
painted china, pouted, and swooned, ignored the changes and 
went blithely on its way. Thus in 1905 it listed: 

“No. C45556. Less Money Than Ever Before and Bet- 
ter Than Ever. Genuine French Enameled Chate- 
laine Watch for $5.00. The case is gold filled, beautifully 
enameled in either blue, ruby red or green. The chatelaine 
matches the watch. The movement is an imported one, made 
in Switzerland, perfectly trued and adjusted. ... At $5.00 
for the complete outfit, case, chatelaine and watch, you have 
a bargain at least 50 per cent cheaper than any local jeweler 
could possibly sell it.” 

The chatelaine watch was worn attached to the shirtwaist, 
the coat, the sweater, or any outer garment, and, because it 
was highly conspicuous, designers sought to make it beauti- 
ful in a ladylike way. The case of one popular model was 
“beautifully enameled with various subjects as illustrated,” 
and one may safely guess what the subjects were from the 
illustration. It depicts a plainly high-minded gentleman walk- 
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ing, stick in hand, some paces ahead of an equally high- 
minded lady above whose head is poised a little bird in flutter- 
some flight. Other models had silver fleur-de-lis inlaid upon 
gun metal or were decorated with handsomely engraved 
flowers whose delicate convolutions covered the entire case. 

The Little Watch Birds, whom we saw at play, at work, 
at love, and at home, on the cases of men’s watches, are at 
their birdie best on the ladies’ watches of 1905. They swoop 
and swoon; sit upon eggs and leave eggs unsat upon; touch 
beaks above flower-pierced hearts, and support clusters of 
“genuine rose diamonds.” 

We encounter again The Noble Stag. His nobility clings to 
him like an infatuated tick, but he nonetheless displays a fine 
sense of the proprieties, for now that he is on the watches of 
ladies, he modestly hides his rough male body and permits 
only velvety antlers and soft eyes to appear above the leaves. 

The name of a sweetheart may arouse tender sentiments 
in the breast of a man. And many a man of 1905, when so 
aroused, could not have been restrained by a team of brewery 
horses until he had ordered a watch from Sears, with the 
lady’s name spelled out in more or less precious stones. In all 
cases — be it clearly understood — the ladies were the wives or 
relatives of the gentleman donors, for, at that time, refined 
women would not accept precious gifts from gentlemen to 
whom they stood in the mere relation of friend or acquaint- 
ance. 

Unfortunately, however, even in that halcyon day, there 
were ladies who refused to abide by the rules. “Yet we are 
sorry to say, that there are ladies so rapacious and so mean 
that they are not ashamed to give broad hints to gentlemen 
(particularly those gentlemen who are very young or very 
old) regarding certain beautiful card-cases, bracelets, essence- 
bottles, and etc. which they have seen and admired, even going 
so far as to fall in love with elegant shawls, scarfs, splendid 
fans, and embroidered handkerchiefs. . . . There are ladies 
who keep themselves supplied with certain articles of finery, 
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(for instance white kid gloves) by laying ridiculous wagers 
with gentlemen, knowing that, whether winning or losing, the 
gentlemen out of galantry, always pay. . . . 

“Another and highly reprehensible way of extorting a gift 
is to have what is called a philopena with a gentleman. This 
very silly joke is when a young lady, in cracking almonds, 
chances to find two kernels in one shell ; she shares them with 
a beau; and whichever calls out ‘philopena’ on their next 
meeting, is entitled to receive a present from, the other ; and 
she is to remind him of it till he remembers to comply. . . . 

“There is a great want of delicacy and self-respect in 
philopenaism, and no lady who has a proper sense of her dig- 
nity as a lady will engage in anything of the sort.” 

We may accept, therefore, as fact that gentlemen who se- 
lected valuable presents from the catalog to give to ladies 
gave them only to their wives, wives-to-be, or relatives. 


Man’s Best Friend Is His Watch 

“As the years go by,” said the catalog in 1915, “you will 
conceive a genuine affection for your watch, until it comes to 
seem more a thing alive than an affair of wheels and springs. 
It becomes endowed with a personality, a boon companion 
of your daily life ; its loss or disability the cause for very real 
grief ; its possession a constant stimulant to effort.” 

These touching words, which unfortunately by implication 
hurl the Watch into the midst of the ancient controversy of 
just who is Man’s Best Friend — his Wife, Mother, Horse, or 
Hound — conclude the introduction to the watch section of the 
catalog in the second year of the World War. Happy is the 
country that can afford to lavish affection on watches while 
men are dying in the mud around Passchendaele. 

The wrist watch has almost, but not quite, arrived. It is now 
called the Bracelet Watch, but the bracelet is detachable and 
the watch may also be worn attached to the clothes with a 
“chatelette pin.” But one model — foreshadowing the future — 
is already called Ladies’ or Men’s Knockabout Wrist Bracelet 
Watch. 
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Whatever the future may hold, the watch styles of 1915 
were still dominated by the styles of 1905, and The Little 
Watch Birds, more numerous than ever in a year of rising 
prices for farm products, soar in genteel abandon. 

Plows are now free to break the plains and the plowmen 
are certain of a rich market. Orders pour into Chicago, and 
trains go out from Sears heavily freighted. Monogrammed 
watches are again in demand, but whether gentlemen in the 
age of suffragettes feel that Soft and Gentle woman is losing 
her softness and gentleness, or whether the ladies have tired 
of the fashion, the fact is that the diamond-encrusted B-E-A- 
T-R-I-C-E watch of 1905 is no more. Instead there is the 
“Blue Enameled Monogrammed Watch — It Takes Two 
Weeks To Fill An Order For Colored Enameled Mono- 
grammed Watches.” Monograms are no longer in the florid 
Spencerian manner but are wrought in angular, block letters. 
Women, the world, and watches are changing. 

New Ladles and New Watches 

There was little time for sentiment in the year 1925. The 
index for farm products had been going through awesome 
gyrations, having risen from 71.5 in 1915 to 150.7 in 1920; 
fallen to 88.4 in 1921, and slowly risen to 100.0 in 1924. 
Sears’ copywriter no longer sits dreaming and writing pen- 
sive essays on the watch as Man’s Best Friend. Woman, Gen- 
tle Woman, does not sit at home now if she can help it, but is 
out pounding a typewriter or dipping chocolates. And you 
cannot pound or dip efficiently if your watch is bobbing into 
the keys or dropping into the fudge. The copywriter, with 
these considerations in mind, goes straight to the unhappy 
heart of things and proclaims: “Ladies’ Wrist Watches 
AT Big Savings.” 

The ladies now have the vote and the privilege of standing 
behind Mr. Woolworth’s counters, but they have forever lost 
The Little Birds. Who shall count the cost or assay the gains 
and losses? We mortals, whose minds are circumscribed by 
the constricting veil of the mortal flesh, know only that the 
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Birds have flown to come no more and that something we 
shall never recapture has gone out of American life. Only- 
wrist watches remain, and, however feminine they may be 
with encrustations of precious stones or delicate traceries in 
gold, they somehow suggest flat heels, flat chests, flat voices. 



JVrist Watch in Early Stage of Evolution 


and that flattest of all things in nature : a woman who does 
not rely upon a man for protection. 

Something seems to have happened also to the codes by 
which ladies — ^now become women — were once governed. In 
language which would have been offensive to a lady or gentle- 
man of 1905, the copywriter of 1925 boldly makes this sug- 
gestion : 

“Give ‘her’ a wristwatch. It is a useful gift and will cer- 
tainly be appreciated. Any of the watches on these .pages are 
acceptable.” 

Who is this ill-defined, ambiguous “her” of 1925, sur- 
rounded by eye-winking quotation marks ? Apparently she is 
anybody. But only twenty years ago she could have been none 
save wife, relative, or betrothed. Can it be that ladies who 
stand in none of these relationships to gentlemen now accept 
precious gifts from them? 


Miss America and The Eif 

In the 1935 catalog, two American girls — symbolized by 
wrist watches — face each other on opposite pages, and while 
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they may meet they will never become pals. The first is The 
Elf: 

“Among the dainty, up-to-date wrist watches for women 
is The Elf. Delicately styled with silvered metal dial and plain 
black numerals and black hands. Yet strongly built for prac- 
tical service. The chromium plated embossed case has a per- 
fectly matching Ratchet Band similar to higher priced watches. 
This watch is a new small size and has a world of style. . . . 
Price $4.59.” 

Who does not know The Elf and, knowing her, fails to 
realize that this is the watch she wears? She is the young 
woman who as a school child was never tardy, whose report 
card was always marked “Deportment Excellent,” who made 
the highest grades in the class without impressing the teacher 
or her fellow pupils, kept her desk and person neat, brought 
wild flowers to school in spring and pressed them in her geog- 
raphy book in fall. She is the girl who read “inspirational” 
books during the summer vacation, bound up the broken leg 
of a chickadee, helped her mother put up pickles and prepare 
little pillows of sachet for the coming Christmas, and saved 
money out of her allowance to give it to the missionary fund. 

The Elf is now thirty-five years old. Everybody in town 
has a good word to say of her, and she holds what is called a 
“responsible position” at Tatums, Your Wholesale Grocer. 
The younger girls adore her, and whenever they become en- 
gaged to marry they run to The Elf’s house to tell her, and 
she, smiling behind her glasses, immediately arranges a linen 
or kitchen shower for the bride-to-be. The older ladies of the 
community, too, are deeply fond of The Elf and ask her to 
meetings of their sewing circles and temperance clubs, and 
the men of the town are invariably kind and courteous to her. 
But The Elf never has a beau of her own, although there was 
considerable talk that winter when Professor Willard, who 
taught mathematics at the high school, used to call on her 
two or three evenings a week and once took her to an oyster 
supper at the Hagar House. He, however, as the Tocsin re- 
ported, “accepted a position with a New York book company, 
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and we’ll always be glad to see him whenever he comes back.” 
He never came back. 

The years roll on, and more and more old man Tatum relies 
on The Elf. Day after day she turns the pages of his ledgers 
and each day, almost automatically, glances at her “dainty 
wrist watch delicately styled,” when the hands approach 
twelve, and then goes home to dinner, to return to her desk 
at one o’clock. 

The Elf and her sisters live in every town of America and 
on I'emote farms. They are the predestined spinsters of the 
land, leading conventual lives amid the trappings of the jazz 
age. 

As remote from her as Handy’s “St. Louis Blues” is from 
Strauss’ “Blue Danube” is Miss America. This is her wrist 
watch as described by the catalog : 

Dainty Miss America. Bulova’s 7-Jewel Radio Star. 
“This little Radio Star watch is one of the world’s most pop- 
ular models. It has been described over the radio many times. 
Richly embossed 10-Karat White Rolled Gold Plated case 
with adjustable safety bracelet to match. Distinct black nu- 
merals on attractive dial. A gift any girl would be thrilled to 
have. Price $24.75. Postpaid, Cash or Easy Payments. Terms 
$4 Down, $4 Monthly.” 

This is no watch for The Elf or her kind. Here within the 
compass of one paragraph designed merely to sell a watch 
are obliquely indicated some of the startling changes that 
have occurred in American life since 1905. A young lady of 
that period, with a chatelaine watch attached to her shirt- 
waist by a fleur-de-lis pin, did not dream either of the wrist 
watch or the radio. She had limbs but no legs and these were 
well covered in public. And the very idea that a girl could 
ever at any time achieve fame and fortune by appearing al- 
most naked in a bathing-beauty contest, and not only escape 
the brand of the scarlet woman but actually receive the acco- 
lade of her contemporaries’ esteem and envy, would have 
caused her to swoon. 

Yet by 1935, winners of national bathing-beauty contests 
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become nationally, if ephemerally, famous. Watches and 
other things are named for them, and millions of girls would 
like to step into the winner’s beach sandals. For Miss America, 
immediately after her victory, enters into a heaven of night- 
club and personal-appearance contracts; recommends (for a 
price) diets, brassieres, toothbrushes, and soaps, and finds, 
perhaps, at the end of a Broadway rainbow, a rich, handsome 
husband modestly hiding under a pot of gold. These are not 
empty, academic honors that “don’t get you nothing,” but are 
tangible, cash values and sound currency throughout the 
forty-eight states, Alaska, and our possessions overseas. 

“Miss America,” moreover, is the watch that “has been 
described over the radio many times,” and it bears the cachet 
of New York’s fashionable Fifth Avenue, making it more 
than ever desirable, although it may be worn by a girl who 
fries hamburgers in the Busy Bee Cafe on Route 61 outside 
Hushpuckana, Mississippi. For, as everyone now knows, a 
road that does not lead either to Hollywood or New York is 
just a blind alley. 

So much for the woman and the watch. But what of the 
man? It takes two to make a gift. As recently as 1925, the 
copywriter spurred the timorous cavalier trembling on the 
verge of giving a girl a present by assuring him that “she will 
appreciate it.” But not in 1935. The noble quality of gratitude 
seems no longer to have either sales or sex appeal ; it is dated 
and seems stalely fin de siecle. The thing to do now — ^if pos- 
sible — is to give and get thrills. So the copywriter whispers 
to the undecided male : “A gift any girl would be thrilled to 
have.” 

One more difference between the manners of 1905 and 1935 
remains to be noted. In the earlier period, a gentleman who 
gave a gift to a lady within the permitted degrees of con- 
sanguinity or love laid the money on the line. If he did not 
get gratitude in return, he also got no bills. But in 1935, a 
guy bought thrills for a gal on the installment plan and hoped 
they would hold out at least until he had made the last pay- 
ment. 
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F ew chapters in our national life are filled with as much 
evidence of brutal disregard of human life and suffering 
as those that record the disgraceful years when fake med- 
icines were sold to millions of people, and when publishers of 
newspapers and magazines thrived by printing advertise- 
ments of outrageous quackeries. If the health of a nation is 
an asset of the nation, we treasured ours about as carefully 
as we conserved our forests and wild life. It is indeed, as the 
historian Schlesinger has remarked, a tribute to the robust- 
ness of Americans that they were not exterminated by the 
medicines they drank. Yet for long years medical fakers were 
permitted to pile up fortunes for themselves and misery for 
their dupes through the sale of nostrums that often caused 
pain, torture, blindness, paralysis, and even death. They were 
allowed to swindle the sick and the suffering; to keep them 
from seeking medical advice until it was too late; to deceive 
them through devices that would shock the morality of the 
criminal insane; to do all this openly, or with bribery ill-con- 
cealed, and with the apparent consent of an impotent, igno- 
rant, or apathetic country. 

How widely these fake nostrums, these preposterous reme- 
dies and dangerous “cures,” were distributed throughout the 
country may be deduced from the fact that the catalog of 1905 
devotes the enormous space of twenty pages to them; what 
they were, and what they purported to cure, may readily be 
gathered from a description of some of those that were offered 
for sale in these pages. But the story of patent medicines in 
America begins long before 1905. 
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Fake Medicines After the Civil War 

W. G. Marshall, an English traveler who visited America 
in the 1880’s, gives us this portrait of the American land- 
scape of the period in his Through America: 

“America is daubed from one end of the country to the 
other with huge white paint notices of favorite articles of 
manufacture, with an endless array of advertisements puff- 
ing off the medicine of pretentious quacks. ... It is one of 
the first things that strike the stranger as soon as he has 
landed in the New World; he cannot step a mile into the open 
country . . . without meeting the disfigurements. . . .” 

Marshall mentions these advertisements painted in huge 
white characters on houses, rocks, and fences between New 
York and Albany: 

TarranYs Seltzer Aperient Cures Diarrhoea 
Use Carboline for the Hair 

“The nuisance,” he continues, “culminates at Chicago . . . 
the paradise of whitepaintism. . . .” Here he saw these ad- 
vertisements : 

Dr. King’s New Discovery for Consumption, Coughs, 

Colds 

Wizard Oil Good for Neuralgia 
* Gargling Oil 

— probably the most popular advertisement in America, al- 
ways in huge yellow letters. 

Lydia Pinkham 

It was Lydia Pinkham of Lynn, Massachusetts, who more 
perhaps than any other person opened the door to the vast 
flood of nostrums that poured out all over America from 
shortly after the Civil War until about 1910. And it was 
Lydia Pinkham who first used those concepts in advertising 
which later became so popular and so profitable to their users : 
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the whispering campaign — the “your best friend won’t tell 
you” copy; the personal touch; the capitalization of the theory 
that woman is always ill and that the perfidy of men causes 
their illness — a theory that moved Havelock Ellis to say in his 
Man and Woman : “Quite recently a woman has sought to re- 
vive the idea that women are normally in a pathological con- 
dition — the cause of which, she finds in some unexplained 
way, in the brutality of men.” It was Mrs. Pinkham, too, who 
pitched her advertisements to a highly emotional key and ad- 
dressed her readers as a suffering woman to suffering women. 

Her famous Vegetable Compound, first marketed in 1876, 
bore this label : “A sure Cure for Prolapsus Uteri, or Falling 
of the Womb. . . . Pleasant to the taste, efficacious and imme- 
diate in its effect. It is a great help in pregnancy, and relieves 
pain during labor.” But this was only a beginning, because 
this wonderful remedy was as good for men as for women. 
“For all weaknesses of the generative organs of either sex. 
It is second to no remedy that has ever been before the public ; 
and for all diseases of the kidneys it is the Greatest Remedy 
in the World.” 

Every advertisement of the Vegetable Compound carried 
a picture of Lydia Pinkham, and her popularity soon became 
so great that, as a writer in Printer’s Ink puts it : “This was 
the only portrait of a lady to be found in many newspaper 
offices, and more than once I have seen Lydia’s picture used 
by the enterprising editor as a timely portrayal — all the way 
from Queen Victoria to Lilly Langtry.” Sometimes editors 
removed Lydia’s comb and made her into Susan B. Anthony 
or the current President’s wife. 

Mrs. Pinkham used advertisements describing real or imag- 
ined tragedies back of which were suffering women brought 
to commit crime because they did not take her Vegetable 
Compound. For example : 

“A Fearful Tragedy. Clergyman of Stratford, Mass., 
Killed By His Own Wife. Tragedy Brought on By 16 Years 
of Suffering With Female Complaints The Cause. Lydia E. 
Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound The Sure Cure For These 
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Complaints. Would Have Prevented The Direful Deed.” 

This “savior of her sex,” as she was called by her admirers, 
diagnosed her correspondents’ ills by mail, and annually re- 
ceived thousands of letters from women. But when she died 
in 1883, rich and famous, many persons refused to believe 
that she was dead, although her obituary was printed in hun- 
dreds of city and small-town newspapers. The Pinkham Com- 
pany continued for years after her death to run this advertise- 
ment : 

“Mrs. Pinkham, in her laboratory at Lynn, Mass., is able to 
do more for the ailing women of America than the family 
physician. Any woman, therefore, is responsible for her own 
suffering if she will not take the trouble to write to Mrs. Pink- 
ham for advice.” 

Women did continue to write Mrs. Pinkham, and The 
Ladies’ Home Journal, in 1905, exposed this advertisement 
as a fraud by printing a photograph of her tombstone showing 
that she had been dead for twenty-two years. It made no dif- 
ference. The ladies continued to tell their troubles by mail to 
Mrs. Pinkham just the same. 

Suffering men — that is, men suffering from a thirst they 
could not openly gratify because they were prohibitionists — 
also had their saviors. These gentlemen filled the pages of 
religious periodicals and newspapers with advertisements of 
“bitters” allegedly good for toning up the digestion, but which 
were actually almost pure alcohol colored and flavored. So 
great were the ravages of indigestion among the godly and 
so insistent the demand for these tonics that one of the most 
successful proprietors — Colonel Hostetter of Hostetter’s Bit- 
ters — died leaving a fortune estimated at $18,000,000. 

Years later, during prohibition days, a number of church- 
going Mississippi prohibitionists incurred “jake paralysis” as 
the result of drinking a lot of Jamaica ginger that contained 
wood alcohol. These outraged citizens petitioned Congress 
for compensation on the ground that if the Federal govern- 
men had enforced the prohibition laws they would not have 
become paralyzed! 
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Traveling Medicine Men 

Throughout the latter part of the nineteenth century and 
the earlier part of the twentieth, medicine shows moved from 
hamlet to hamlet, from small town to small town, and few 
hamlets were so obscure or remote that they did not receive 
at least one annual visit from a traveling cure-all doctor ac- 
companied by his more or less pretentious minstrel show. 
These shows followed the harvesting of crops, playing, for 
example, in the Middle West wheat areas in the summer and 
in cotton towns of the deep South during the fall, for it was 
only at harvest time that many agriculturists had cash in their 
pockets. 

The medical shows offered color, music, song, and jokes to 
the mud- or dustbound folk of little towns; spellbinding ora- 
tions on the ills of the human body and their remedies ; plus 
the glitter of a parade by day and a kerosene-torch-lighted 
platform at night. Medicine-show doctors, like the medical 
fraternity of today, tended to specialize in the treatment of 
certain real or imaginary diseases, the most frequent of which 
were worm diseases of all kinds, led by the tapeworm. Other 
doctors, in keeping with the best patent-medicine practice, of- 
fered nostrums alleged to cure everything from hangnails to 
hair lice. 

The routine followed by alHhe shows was the same. The 
doctor and his retinue would arrive in, say, a small river town 
of Mississippi; erect a covered platform near the river and 
usually adjacent to the fish dock (that was where Negroes 
tended to congregate on Saturdays as they came to buy a cat- 
fish or “buffalo”) ; parade down Main Street, and invite 
everybody to the big free show to be given that night on 
Washington Avenue. Handbills, advertising the doctor's nos- 
trums, would be distributed to the crowd, and announcement 
made of the pie-eating contest to be held every night the show 
was in town. 

Shortly after darkness had fallen, kerosene torches blazing 
on the medicine-show platform proclaimed that gaiety, music, 
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and song were to be had there free of charge, and soon a 
crowd, composed largely of Negroes with a sprinkling of 
whites, would gather for the fun that was to follow. Here the 
audience saw the doctor, dignified and professionally remote, 
standing at the rear of the platform talking solemnly with 
one of his assistants or arranging fearsome-looking jars filled 
with alcohol-pickled tapeworms and other worms that had 
“been expelled from the bodies of sufferers by one dose of' Dr. 
Davidson’s Kickapoo Snake Oil”; arranging physiological 
charts of the human body whose functioning the doctor would 
later explain, and sometimes a skeleton which held the col- 
ored audience with fascinated attention. Usually the doctor 
wore a gray, pointed beard and a Prince Albert coat with 
shiny satin lapels occasionally bedecked with medals given 
him “by the crowned heads of Europe, Asia, Africa, and 
Australia.” 

At the front of the platform stood the showmen, ordinarily 
two or three Negroes with tambourines, guitars, or banjos, 
dressed as blackface minstrels, and occasionally a mock-digni- 
fied tramp with a huge putty nose, wearing tattered tails and 
dirty white tie. 

As the crowd gathered, the minstrels played, sang, and 
clogged. When the song was that old favorite “The Little 
Red Caboose,” the crowd roared with delight as the end man 
turned his lighted cigar backwards in his mouth, blew 
streamers of smoke out into the air, and whistled an imitation 
of The Old 97 coming round a curve. Then the songsters and 
dancers — doubling now as comedians — ^brought the audience 
closer to the platform with conundrums and jokes, most of 
which were to be found in the immortal collections of Thomas 
W. Jackson, author of On A Slow Train Through Arkansaw 
and Through Missouri on A Mule — ^books that were once sold 
by the thousands in rural America and are still being sold. 
Wisecracks such as these enjoyed unfailing success : 

Q : Why do old maids go to church so early on Sun- 
day? 

A : So they can be there when the hymns are given out. 
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Q : Why does Roosevelt’s pictures always show him in 
a hunting suit with a big stick ? 

A: That’s because he’s always hunting to stick some 
trust with a suit. 

Q ; Why do old maids wear silk gloves ? 

A : Because they don’t like kids. 

Q : When is a hog a tree ? 

A : When he’s rooting. 

When the audience had been put into a mellow mood by 
the minstrels, the doctor would come forward, explain the 
hells of torture to which the body was subject by virtue of 
the ravages of "heartburn” or tapeworms — depending upon 
the kind of medicine he was selling that night — describe the 
functionings of the heart, liver, lungs, stomach, and all the 
other organs affected by heartburn or tapeworms, and then 
extol the virtues of his remedy. Usually medicine-show reme- 
dies were snake oils — oils gathered at great danger to human 
life from deadly poisonous snakes that inhabited the mountain 
jungles of Abyssinia or lurked in dark African swamps. 
Every ounce of the oil represented at least one human life 
lost in gathering it, and great pain and danger incurred in 
bringing it out of Africa. For some of the snakes were the 
sacred serpents of the natives who shot at you with poisoned 
arrows, but "ladies and gentlemen, right there’s the secret 
of this medicine, because it’s the hair of the dog that bites 
you that gives you the cure, and these natives use that poison 
— ^you know they don’t have doctors over there like me to 
wait on the sick. And just for tonight, my friends, in order 
to introduce Dr. Davidson’s Kickapoo Snake Oil to you good 
people of Greenville and Washington County, I’m going to 
let a limited number of you that come forward first to the 
platform have a few bottles at one dollar a bottle, and then, 
folks, we’re going to have more fun at the pie-eating contest 
that will be held right after my assistants here have handed 
out this great remedy to the first suffering people that come 
forward.” 
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Then those nearest the platform swarmed forward with sil- 
ver dollars or small silver coins in their hands, while those at the 
rear pushed forward to be among “the limited number” per- 
mitted to buy a bottle of snake oil at the “introductory price” 
of one dollar a bottle. Usually, however, the doctor graciously 
permitted everybody to purchase a bottle whether he came 
early or late to the platform, but only upon the assurance that 
“you will tell your friends to be here tomorrow night.” After 
this, the pie-eating contest was held. A dozen or more pies 
were suspended on strings from the platform roof and dan- 
gled at about the level of a boy’s head. The pies, liberally 
smeared with molasses, dripped syrup, and the hands of the 
Negro boy contestants were tied behind them. All were off 
at the flourish of a tambourine, and the first boy to finish his 
pie got the prize — twenty-five cents. Soon twelve black heads, 
dripping sweat and molasses, were pursuing the dangling 
pies, while the minstrels added to the excitement by rattling 
their tambourines. The crowd roared with laughter, and, when 
the contest was over, reluctantly left the scene of so much free 
gaiety and amusement. Then the torches were extinguished, 
the doctor and his company walked to their boarding houses, 
and the little town, partially cleansed of the evils of tapeworm 
and heartburn, slept. 

Most of the famous medicine-show doctors of the past live 
now only in the memory of older men, but one of them was 
to beget a son who was to influence the United States far more 
than many of our Presidents. In the early part of the nine- 
teenth century, an itinerant pill doctor visited small towns of 
the Middle West and put up a sign bearing this legend: “Dr. 
William A. Rockefeller, the Celebrated Cancer Specialist. 
Here for One Day only. All cases of Cancer Cured unless too 
far gone and then they can be greatly benefited.” 

In 1839, a son was born to Dr. and Mrs. William Rocke- 
feller to whom was given the name John. 

During his [William Rockefeller’s] long absences, his 
wife had to live on credit at the village shop, but when- 
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ever he returned he brought enough money to pay debts 
and give each of his children a five-dollar piece. He was a 
big, jolly, vigorous man, who lived at least to the age of 
96. . . . He was very proud of his shrewdness, and would 
boast of his skill in outwitting people. “He trained me in 
practical ways,” said his son John. “He was engaged in 
different enterprises and he used to tell me about these 
things and he taught me the principles and methods of 
business.” The father’s own description of his teachings 
and “principles” of business is simpler : “I cheat my boys 
every chance I get. I want to make ’em sharp. I trade 
with the boys and skin ’em and I just beat ’em every time 
I can. I want to make ’em sharp.” * 

One medicine man thus left his mark indelibly on the 
American scene, but medicine men, in general, were merely 
amateurish mountebanks and not businessmen at all ; at best 
they eked out a meager living from their activities, and, how- 
ever ridiculous their medicines, the customer got at least a 
laugh for his money. Later, in the great era of the patent- 
medicine racket, when it was taken over by businessmen, the 
customer did not get even a laugh, and high-pressure adver- 
tising methods enabled the new exploiters to reach a vast 
audience scarcely touched by the medicine men. These pirates, 
surveying the market with cold and careful eye, soon saw 
that the mine offering the greatest gold return was woman’s 
perpetually suffering body. 


Female Weakness 

A favorite fake medicine was one that purported to cure 
“female weakness,” or “female troubles.” Under these head- 
ings were gathered all the ills and disorders that proceeded 
from pregnancy, childbirth, menstruation, the menopause, and 
the thousand aberrations of the delicate and complex struc- 
ture of the reproductive apparatus in woman. As though this 
were not a wide enough field for any medicine to cover, the 
manufacturer often greedily reached out to an even wider 
market for his product, by making it cover — on the label — al- 
* Bertrand Russell, Freedom versus Organization, 1814-^1914, p. 313. 
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most any illness that might attack the human body. Then he 
clinched the sale by advertising that his nostrum was made 
of roots, bark, berries, leaves, or vegetables ; the Mother Na- 
ture touch being particularly appealing to buyers of patent 
medicines and at the same time carrying a suggestion of the 
purity of the ingredients. The following examples of the car- 
rot-and-cabbage school of remedies might have been found in 
1905 by the hundreds throughout the United States. Here 
again the catalog reflects contemporary life : 

“Brown’s Vegetable Cure for Female Weakness. A 
Very Effective Vegetable Tonic to be Used in the Treatment 
of Female Weakness, Falling of the Womb, Leucorrhea, Irreg- 
ular or Painful Menstruation, Inflammation and Ulceration 
of the Womb, Flooding and all Female Disorders.” 

This is the headline. But an examination of the descriptive 
text shows that this remedy was offered as a cure for many 
other ills, and since, at one time or another, every woman was 
likely to experience some of the symptoms described, they 
were sure to be caught in the dragnet. 

“Women, Brown’s Vegetable Cure is highly recommended 
for female disorders. If you have any of the following symp- 
toms take this remedy at once, it may afford you an easy and 
lasting cure.” 

Note that, although in 1905 a woman’s leg was still a “limb” 
and the time was not far past when a woman had been a “fe-- 
male,” the catalog uses language of Elizabethan frankness 
in describing its medicines. 

The ills which Brown’s Vegetable Cure would cure are : 

Nausea and bad taste in mouth, sore feeling in lower 
part of bowels, impaired general health, sharp pain in 
region of kidneys, pain in passing water, bearing down 
feeling, a desire to urinate frequently, a dragging sensa- 
tion in the groin, timid, nervous, and restless feeling, a 
dread of some impending evil, temper wa3ward and irri- 
table, sparks before the eyes, pain in womb, swelling in 
front, pain in breastbone, hysterics, temples and ears 
throb, sleep short and disturbed, whites, headache, diz- 
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ziness, morbid feeling and the blues, nerves weak and 
sensitive, appetite poor, a craving for unnatural food, 
fainting spells, difficulty in passing water, a heavy feeling 
and pain in back upon exertion, cold extremities. 

If you have any of these symptoms send for a bottle of 
Brown’s Vegetable Cure and give this preparation a trial. 

It will be sufficient to show you that it is just the remedy 
you need — the remedy that will bring not only relief but 
a cure, as it has in thousands of cases of suffering women 
who have given this medicine a fair test. Invalids have 
been made well and strong. Do not delay, one bottle will 
help and convince you. 

If this did not appear sufficiently convincing, the catalog, 
and all other vendors of these medicines, used the orthodox 
method of printing testimonials from satisfied customers. 
Here the prospective customer is told to Read These Letters 
FROM Grateful Women. 

One of these grateful women was Mrs. W. L. Arnold, of 
Leon, Iowa, who wrote the following letter to Sears : 

It gives me great pleasure to tell you of the good I have 
obtained from Brown’s Vegetable Cure. I used the Cure 
for female weakness and I have received more help and 
benefit from it than I have ever received from any other 
medicine that I have tried. 

I have been a constant sufferer for a number of years 
and have tried a great number of remedies and have doc- 
tored for all of these years, but did not seem to get any 
stouter until after using Brown’s Vegetable Cure, which 
is invaluable for female weakness or change of life. . . . 

I was just telling my husband the other day that Brown’s 
Vegetable Cure had done me more good than all the rest 
of the medicines I have taken put together. . . . 

How the ailing woman, torn between the desire to buy 
Brown’s Vegetable Cure and Dr. Worden’s Female Pills, was 
to make her decision, the catalog does not tell us. Each had 
its virtues and exactly the same virtues; the only difference 
between them seems to be that Brown’s was a liquid selling 
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at fifty cents a bottle while Worden’s was in pill form at 
thirty-eight cents a box. But the catalog — while it does not 
tell us the basis on which suffering womanhood might resolve 


The Woman’s 
Home 
Companion 


the difficult dilemma of choosing between these remedies — 
does paint an eloquent word picture of woman’s ills. 

Female Trouble. What a world of misery is expressed 
in these two words. What headaches, nausea, weakness, 
sickness, depression, etc. ... is the direct result of the de- 
rangement of the delicate female organism and nature’s 
regular functions. 

It was unfortunate to have female trouble; it was unbear- 
able to be unable to tell one’s troubles to the doctor. 

Every woman vvell understands, far better than pen or 
words can tell, the suffering her sex must undergo by 
what is known as female trouble ; suffering which is 
usually borne in silence, because only a woman can be 
confided in. 

Miraculously enough, Worden’s “are not cure-alls.” They 
were nothing to take for sore throat, barber’s itch, or St. 
Vitus’s dance. They were merely “intended to relieve only the 
troubles peculiar to women . . . and cure leucorrhea, irregular, 
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suppressed or painful periods, thin blood, nervousness, sleep- 
lessness, sick headache, anemia, chlorosis or green sickness, 
hysteria, numbing of the hands and feet, ovarian difficulties, 
etc.” 

Profits Are Where fhe Heart Is 

Ovaries, among human beings, are confined to women — ^but 
everybody has a heart. Hence the heart offered an even richer 
field for medicine men. The catalog’s contribution to the ills 
of the heart was : 

“Wonder Heart Cure or. Dr. Echol’s Australian Au- 
riclo.” But how is one to know whether one has heart trouble? 
It was easy enough : merely look up the symptoms in the cata- 
log. 

“In order that one may determine if the heart is affected, 
we ask attention to the following list of symptoms which de- 
note heart disease : 

1. Fluttering of the Pulse. 

2. Palpitation of the Heart. 

3. Shortness of Breath. 

4. Tenderness and Sudden, Sharp Pains in the Left Side. 

5. Dreaming of Falling From a Height. 

6. Inability to Sleep upon the Left Side. 

7. Fainting or Smothering Spells. 

8. Dropsy. 

9. Sudden Starting in the Sleep and Noises in the Ears. 

“In the simple descriptions of these symptoms, we have in- 
cluded the facts whereby heart trouble is recognized.” 

These symptoms might also have been caused by a lumpy 
mattress, bedbugs, underdone pork chops, an abscessed tooth, 
or an overdue loan at the bank, but since the Wonder Heart 
Cure was a “safe, scientific remedy . . . which acts upon the 
nerves, membraneous linings and valves of nature’s life pump, 
the heart,” it was better perhaps to play safe with Australian 
Auriclo. The purchaser risked nothing but his health, because, 
if he was not satisfied with the medicine. Sears “would cheer- 
fully refund the purchase price.” The no-cure-no-pay formula 
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should have gone far toward advancing the spirit of scientific 
medical inquiry in this country. 

Is Your Brain Weak? 

Brains, too, are common to all mankind, including women. 
Some brains are strong; others are weak. But nobody need 
despair, because we have always had men who could tell us 
how to make weak brains strong and strong brains stronger. 
In the days when we were inclined to do things the hard way, 
the method was to instruct the young in mathematics or Greek; 
later, when we had softened a bit, we exchanged Euclid and 
Euripides for haddock and flounder. We found a whole cate- 
gory of foods — especially fish, foods — that were good for the 
brain, and, while boiled cod was nothing to go mad about, it 
was easier to take than trigonometry. This was progress, but 
not the end of progress. The cod was beneficial to the brain 
but troublesome to the body. You had to buy one; cook it; eat 
it. Whereupon a medical genius arose and invented a “brain 
tonic” that could be taken from a bottle. This involved only 
the exertion of shaking the tonic before using. It soon acquired 
great popularity. Sears kept the brains of its customers alert, 
vigorous, and growing, through the sale (in quart bottles at 
fifty cents) of: 

“Celery Malt Compound. A Recognised Nerve and Brain 
Medicine.” This extraordinary remedy combined “the tonic 
and quieting effects of celery with the nutritive and digestive 
elements of malt, and thereby gives immediate relief in nearly 
every form of nerve trouble. ... As a brain and nerve tonic, 
appetizer and stimulant it has few equals in the realm of med- 
icine.” 

Drug Addicts in Our Rural Arcadia 

It is with a tremendous shock of surprise that one comes in 
the catalog upon Sears' Cure for the Opium and Morphine 
Habit. For the legend is that the user of morphine, opium, and 
similar narcotics is the decadent city man or woman ; that the 
independent farmer sniffing the sweet air that blows over his 
fields of blue clover would never sniff cocaine ; that the devout 
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dweller in a small, churchgoing town would never puncture 
his arm with the hypodermic needle charged with morphine. 
Yet the presence of this cure in the catalog indicates infallibly 
that rural and small-town America in 1905 had a considerable 
number of drug addicts ; that the taking of drugs is not an 
urban but a national phenomenon, and that the victims of the 
drug habit pathetically sought cures through the use of med- 
icines that were of less value for the purpose than soda pop. 

The use of narcotics by Americans first became fairly wide- 
spread during the Civil War, and after the War, when drug 
addiction had so become common, it was popularly called “the 
army disease.” Drug addiction in this country seems to have 
grown slowly but steadily from the Civil War to the World 
War. 

Rural and small-town narcotism is proved not only by the 
internal evidence of the catalog but also by the external evi- 
dence of investigators. As long ago as 1877, it was found that 
there were about 1,300 addicts in Michigan outside the large 
cities, and, if the rate as determined from the Michigan 
study is applied to the whole country as of 1874, the total 
number would be over 250,000. In 1913, Jacksonville, Florida, 
reported 541 cases of drug addiction, or 0.8 per cent of its 
population, indicating a total number for the United States 
of 782,000. By 1918, the Secretary of the Treasury estimated 
that there were 1,000,000 cases in the country. 

It is beyond the province of this book to consider why men 
use narcotic drugs, but there can be no question that many 
rural and small-town addicts acquired the habit as the result 
of the indiscriminate use of morphine by their physicians. 
Thousands of so-called doctors in the United States were no 
more qualified to practice medicine than to lead a symphony 
orchestra. They knew that the patient was in pain because he 
said he was in pain ; what caused the pain was beyond them ; 
the patient wanted to be rid of pain ; a shot of morphine was 
the answer to the patient’s prayer and the doctor’s dilemma. 
In rural and small-town areas of the South, Federal narcotic 
agents checking doctors’ consumption of morphine cannot be- 
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lieve that such great quantities are used legally in medical 
practice. Yet investigation generally proves that they are so 
used, with the result that white and Negro addicts are turned 
out by the hundreds at the hands of ignorant and unscrupu- 
lous medical men. 

But whatever the causes of rural drug addiction were in 
1905, Sears offers its Cure and promises that it will : 

“Completely destroy that terrible craving for morphine 
and opium in those who are victims to the deadly habit of tak- 
ing these poisonous drugs, and free them from their bondage, 
restoring their health and making them feel like living 
again. ...” 

Secret Cure for Open Vice 

The catalog announces with almost pugnacious virtue that 
Sears does not sell alcoholic liquors, and, abandoning its atti- 
tude of objectivity toward the political issues of American 
life, takes a flat-footed stand concerning alcohol. 

“We do not deal in spirituous liquors for general use. We 
do not believe in the traffic and we allow no liquors to go out 
of our house, except for medicinal purposes. . . .” 

Sears thus stood with the great majority of its customers 
who were prohibitionists, but it did not blink at the fact that 
drunkenness was a widespread American phenomenon, and 
the catalog offers in nearly a half page of space the : 

White Star Secret Liquor Cure. This medicine was 
sent in a plain, sealed package, with the obvious purpose of 
preventing the drunkard from knowing that his relatives were 
trying to cure him of drinking, and all correspondence be- 
tween the customer and Sears was kept confidential. For the 
great virtue of this remedy was that it was : 

“A treatment to be administered without the knowledge 
of the drinker. It is claimed that it has saved many from that 
awful monster, Drink, and has protected thousands against a 
life of disease, poverty and degradation ; that it has the power 
to release man from the bondage of whiskey, to reform even 
obstinate drunkards and to prevent the whiskey habit from 
taking hold on only moderate drinkers.” 
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Drunkenness, we learn, is a disease against which “pledges 
and prayers often prove powerless after the appetite for in- 
toxicants is once established,” and because it “is a disease 
more than a habit ... is subject to treatment.” 

Success in applying this remedy was believed to lie in the 
fact that it could be given secretly in the drunkard’s food 
and beverages so that he would literally eat and drink his 
way into sobriety. Out in the kitchen Mama dropped a bit of 
the Secret Liquor Cure into Papa’s coffee; stirred it in with 
the biscuit dough, or sprinkled the pork chops with it. This 
was easy to do because: 

“The White Star Secret Liquor Cure is odorless, tasteless 
and colorless; a powder that can be given secretly in tea, 
coffee, or food, and by its action on the system removes the 
taste . . . for intoxicating liquors. . . . Can be given to any 
man, young or old, without his knowledge. . . , The normal 
health will return, eyes become bright, step elastic, appetite 
good, sleep sound and natural — he is a saved man” 

This is a story with a happy ending, marred only by the 
fact that Papa’s condition after he had taken a bottle or two 
of the Cure would possibly be worse than it was before he 
started. In the ordinary case. Papa did his drinking after 
supper ; either curling up with a bottle of booze at home, or, 
in small towns, going down to Manny’s Saloon and getting 
tanked up with the boys. The Cure, however, kept him at 
home. It was a strong narcotic sleeping potion, and Papa 
was likely to fall asleep soon after he had drunk his Cure- 
tinctured coffee. This meant that he would drink no whisky 
that night. The danger, of course, was that he would become 
a narcotic addict instead of a drunkard unless he discovered 
Mama’s little trick and dusted her off with an ax handle. 

So, too, if Papa found that he had a tendency to fall asleep 
after supper and miss the pleasures of Manny’s, he might 
have shifted his drinking from night to afternoon. Or, if 
Mama doped his breakfast coffee, he would be unable to go’ 
down to the sawmill, and so the family would have starved 
in the days when government relief had not even been imag- 
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ined. In short, the White Star Secret Liquor Cure promised 
more than it could deliver. 

In offering this home-administered cure for chronic alco- 
holism, the catalog, with its usual gallantry, omits any men- 
tion of lady drunkards. Whether or not they existed in 1905, 
the large amount of space devoted to the Secret Cure proves 
that there was much drunkenness in rural and small-town 
America — the stronghold of prohibition sentiment — and that 
the reform of drunkards was not left entirely to the efficacy 
of prayer. 

Blemishes Removed 

Cromwell ordered his portrait painter to paint in his wart, 
but Sears’ customers wanted their warts removed. The Great 
Chinese Corn, Bunion and Wart Remover made “a. complete 
cure certain when directions are faithfully followed.” The 
powers of this remedy are proved not only by letters from 
satisfied customers but also by the unusual testimony of Sears 
itself. “We have tried it ourselves and found relief, therefore 
can testify knowingly as to its merits.” 

Electrical Healing 

Electricity, perhaps because of its mysteriousness and aw- 
fulness, its spectacular qualities as seen by the naked eye in 
the flashing lightning or the sputtering spark, and its ability 
to produce ligh, heat, and power, was long ago seized upon 
by medical fakers as a miraculous curative agent. It was felt 
by the public — or the public was made to feel — that weak 
humanity could derive strength merely by being brought into 
contact with electricity. How strong a grip it had on the 
imagination of the people is shown by the catalog’s : 

“Electric Liniment. We call this remedy Electric Lini- 
ment because its application produces a feeling similar to the 
feeling produced by a mild charge of electricity.” 

But medical electricity, as it was called, found its complete 
expression in a host of mechanical devices of which the su- 
preme example is the Anti-Doc Battery. 

This was a dry-cell battery which conveyed mild charges 
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of electricity to “carrying handles” that were gripped by the 
patient, and as the charges coursed through his body he was 
cured of whatever ailed him. So numerous were devices of 
this kind that Sears issued a special instruction book called 
Medical Electricity at Home. 

The Anti-Doc Battery was a rather cumbersome and ex- 
pensive device selling for $2.25, but, while more complicated, 
it was less ingenious than Electric Insoles which sold for only 



Electric Insoles Kept Cold Feet Warm and Wet Feet 
Dry in 1905 


eighteen cents. These were placed inside the shoes with the 
“pure polished metals arranged in such a manner that a mild, 
pleasant current is produced along the soles of the feet, which 
stimulates the blood and keeps it circulating constantly.” 

Electricity came to the aid of suffering womankind in the 
form of Electric Battery Plasters: big black plasters which 
were stuck on the patient’s back for the relief of rheumatism 
and kidney troubles. “If used according to instructions, the 
battery on this plaster will generate a strong galvanic current, 
which makes the plaster effective.” 

At little extra expense and with no trouble at all, the rheu- 
matism sufferer who wore a battery plaster on her back could 
also wear an Electric Ring for Rheumatism on her finger. 
This was a plain metal finger ring, illustrated in the catalog 
with showers of sparks flying from its electricity-charged 
interior, but possessed of mysterious curative powers. Sears 
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is indignant that fakers have invaded the rheumatism-ring 
market and warns its customers that : 

“These are the first rings introduced into the United 
States, all others being imitations. Their popularity has 


The Electric Sparks Kept Rheumatism 
at Bay 



caused many rings to be placed on sale that are without cura- 
tive properties.” 


Bleeding America 

Bleeding the patient is an ancient medical practice that we 
might assume had long ago been abandoned in the United 
States, but the fact is that, as late as 1905, bleeder-surgeons 
were still buying bleeding instruments from Sears. The cata- 
log lists and illustrates the : 

“Spring Bleeding Lance. The only practicable, safe and 
convenient instrument for bleeding on the market. Used al- 
most exclusively by old school physicians for the purpose.” 

Are You Ruptured? 

The medical market is a market that has produced greater 
profits than all the Eldorados, Bonanzas, and Mother Lodes 
of the country combined. Unregulated, unrestricted, requiring 
almost no plant investment, free from labor troubles, and ex- 
acting a fabulous profit per unit of sales, it is typical of the 
high, wide, and handsome methods of thirty years ago. One 
of the richest subdivisions of this rich market was that for 
trusses. 

Sears, whatever the volume of its sales and however many 
its customers, could sell only a fraction of the trusses that 
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were sold in America at the time, but the size of the whole 
market may be gleaned from the amount of space devoted to 
trusses and braces in the 1905 catalog — nearly five full pages. 

Medical practice then employed trusses as a cure for 
hernia and what were vaguely called ruptures; often when 
the physician could not diagnose the patient’s illness he pre- 
scribed a truss just the same. It was painless, if perhaps 
uncomfortable, to wear ; usually it could do the patient no espe- 
cial harm, and the employment of trusses was medically fash- 
ionable. The market thus became enormous, the profits 
immense, because trusses cost little to make, and Sears’ fight- 
ing determination to get its share of the business is shown 
by its setting up of a truss factory and its lusty language de- 
nouncing the allegedly piratical prices charged by local drug- 
gists. 

In one respect, however, Sears seems to have been handi- 
capped. The truss was generally fitted to the person of the 
patient by the physician or the druggist. But how could Sears 
in Chicago fit a truss to the body of a man living in Vermont ? 
This challenge to its ingenuity was easily met in the catalog’s 
instructions : 

How, TO Order: “State Your Height And Weight, How 
Long You Have Been Ruptured, Whether Rupture Is Large 
Or Small, also state number of inches around the body on a 
line with the rupture, say whether rupture is on Right or Left 
Side, or Both.” 

This was asking a high degree of confidence toward Sears 
on the part of the distant sufferer, but the catalog assures him 
that it can do an even better job than his local physician or 
druggist : 

“The gentleman in charge of this department alone has 
made the supplying of trusses by mail possible, and by fol- 
lowing our rules for measurement he can not only fit you as 
accurately as you could be fitted by your physician at home, 
but, different from your physician or druggist, who may not 
have your exact size or shape, he is able to have the truss 
made and adjusted to your exact requirements. . . .” 
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Then the catalog attacks the local druggist, and here again 
we note the knock-down-and-drag-out language of competi- 
tion used in a less polite era than ours. Nowadays competi- 
tion is as bitter — or more bitter — as it was in 1905, but we 
are politely hypocritical in the language we use toward our 
competitors. Sears used no polite talk. 

“From the limited stock carried by the average druggist a 
professional man could not honestly fit and adjust a truss for 
one man in ten, for he would be unable to find the exact size 
. . . but the druggist, in his eagerness to make the sale and 
get your money, will furnish you with a truss which he claims 
is a fit at from $2.00 to $10.00. . . . You are compelled to 
pay this druggist three or four prices for a truss that is little 
better than nothing and very dangerous at the best/" 

FiHIng; New Legs to Old Bodies 

If Sears could measure man at a distance for a truss, it 
could also take his measure for an artificial leg. The victim of 
an accident resulting in the loss of a leg is warned not to buy 
“an artificial leg until you have sent for our Special Artificial 
Leg Pamphlet.” Just because a man has lost a leg it does not 
follow that he must lose his sense of the value of a dollar. 
“We can save you from $40 to $60 on the best artificial leg 
made.” 

The “French Disease” 

In 1905, when The Ladies’ Home Journal was receiving 
thousands of cancellations of subscriptions because it had 
dared to suggest that it was time to discuss openly the dan- 
gers of venereal diseases, the catalog blithely and frankly 
offered a medicine for the treatment of gonorrhea. This was 
“Itijection No. 7. Cures In One To Five Days. ... A French 
specific having a great reputation abroad as a reliable cure 
for all troubles of the urinary organs in either male or female. 
. . . Either gonorrhea or gleet quickly and easily cured. Price, 
per dozen, $6.00; per bottle, 64<t. Hard Rubber Syringe, to be 
used with this remedy, price 16^.” 

Here, as in the case of the liquor and narcotic remedies, 
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the rural population seems to have tacitly admitted that it 
contained many sufferers from venereal diseases. This tacit 
admission made it possible to mention these ills frankly in the 
catalog without arousing the antagonism of its customers 
who, in all probability, were glad to be able to buy patent 
remedies by mail without submitting themselves to the em- 
barrassment and possible gossip that might flow from going 
to the local druggist. 


A Revolution Takes Place 

In the ten years that elapsed between the publishing of the 
catalogs of 1905 and 1915, a revolutionary change took place 
in the field of fake medicines. The 1915 catalog contains only 
one page of medicines as compared with the multiple pages 
of 1905, but the change is perhaps greater in the kind of 
medicines offered than in the shrinkage of the pages. Here 
are no nostrutns held out as remedies for everything from 
cancer to colic; no cures; no miracles of electric plasters. The 
catalog now offers only simple medicines such as aspirin and 
epsom salts, accompanied by the notation that most of them 
conform to the standards of the United States Pharma- 
copoeia. 

At the very moment when the 1905 catalog was bulging 
with medical miracles, a series of articles exposing patent 
medicines began to appear in The Ladies’ Home Journal in 
1904-05, followed by another series written by Samuel Hop- 
kins Adams for Collier’s Weekly in 1905-06. 

These articles made a tremendous impression on the coun- 
try, and the public outcry that followed them forced Congress 
in 1906 to pass the Food and Drugs Act which makes it a 
misdemeanor to ship, or offer to ship, adulterated or niis- 
branded food or drugs in foreign or interstate commerce. 
The apparently inalienable right of manufacturers to poison 
the public was somewhat modified through this legislation, 
and later Congress amended the Act to prevent the placing 
of misleading curative claims on the labels of medicines. 

The catalog, however, complied with the law through the 
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drastic method of eliminating nearly all patent medicines and 
nostrums from its pages with the fall edition of 1908. Thus 
one great source of distribution of patent hokum was closed 
to the public and a considerable volume of sales was closed to 
Sears. But the profits in the manufacture of fake medicines 
are great, the gullibility of the public is still enormous, and 
the enforcement of the law is lax. A man may no longer order 
a bottle of rheumatism remedy along with his trace chains 
from Sears, but it is still available to him through other 
sources. 

Modern manufacturers of fraudulent medicines are more 
subtle than their earlier prototypes. They do not use the 
forthright lusty language of the old-timers in describing the 
disease their remedies will allegedly cure, but achieve almost 
the same efifect through the use of innuendo, euphemisms, 
and pseudoscientific language. Even when they are compelled 
by law to state on their labels the contents of their medicines, 
they state them in terms which the public does not under- 
stand. Moreover, by virtue of a powerful lobby aided by 
many newspaper proprietors greedy for advertising, they 
have defeated every efifort of Congress to enact laws that 
will effectually control their activities. The country is still 
safe for many patent-medicine manufacturers. 
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T he late Clarence Darrow, recalling the village cemetery 
of his youth, wrote : 

... It was long before I realized that even the barred 
gates of a graveyard could not keep vanity outside. I 
often heard the neighbors talk about these stones. Some- 
times they said it was strange that Farmer Smith could 
not show enough respect for his wife to put up a finer 
gravestone. Again, they said it would have been better if 
Farmer Smith had been kinder to his wife while she lived, 
than to have put up such a grand monument after she was 
dead. . . . 

. . . All the inscriptions on the stones told of the virtues 
of the dead, and generally were helped out by a Scriptural 
text. In the case of children the stone was usually orna- 
mented with a lamb or a dove, which we thought wonder- 
ful and fine. Sometimes an angel in the form of a woman 
was coming down from the clouds to take a happy child 
away to heaven. 

Men have attempted immemorially to achieve immortality 
on earth for themselves, their families, or the great of their 
countries through the use of gravestones, mausoleums, or 
monuments. In memory of the dead, they have erected monu- 
ments of breathless beauty such as the Taj Mahal; monu- 
ments of stupendous size such as the pyramids, and monu- 
ments neither beautiful nor stupendous such as Grant’s Tomb 
in New York or Lenin’s in Moscow. Other men — simple, un- 
sung millions of men, their womenfolk, and their children — 
lie in graves marked by modest stones, and it is members of 
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this group who turn to Sears for markers or monuments to 
star the graves of those they cherished. 

Tombstone Fashions 

Most Americans, until about fifty years ago, were content 
to mark graves with simple slate or limestone slabs modest 
both in design and size. Such markers sufficed for the wealthy 
as well as for the moderately wealthy or the poor. Stones of 
this kind dot historic graveyards of the South and New Eng- 
land, and are familiar to the hurrying thousands of New 
York’s financial district where messengers munch their hot 
dogs among the simple slabs of Trinity Cemetery. But wealth 
and Victorian taste inaugurated a long era of marble and 
granite cut and carved into trumpeting angels, drooping 
doves, little lambs, gates ajar, weeping angels, and likenesses 
of the deceased himself, which when repeated hundreds of 
times in the same cemetery led to an ugliness and a vulgar 
pretentiousness that afflicted the eyes of the living and as- 
saulted the dignity of the dead. 

In 1905, Sears’ tombstone business was already so im- 
portant that its memorial department issued a special tomb- 
stone catalog, while grave markers were listed in the gen- 
eral catalog. At that time. Sears offered: 

‘'A Fine Selection of handsome headstones or markers 
at prices ranging from $4.88 to $40.00, with some very choice 
designs from $5 to $8 ; a grand variety of monuments at from 
$8.59 to $173.30, many new and elegant designs in the way of 
entirely new shapes and finishings. . . 

The memorial department employed “only the choicest 
Vermont blue and white Rutland Italian marble,” and prom- 
ised to send a sample piece of marble on receipt of ten cents. 
As we have often seen on other occasions, the catalog and the 
local dealer indulge in violent battles, and now we find them 
wrestling for life in the cemeteries of the dead. “Don’t buy a 
marker ... or monument of any kind until you see this free 
catalogue. We will furnish you something handsomer, newer, 
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more stylish and more up to date . . . than you can buy else- 
where. We will guarantee the price in every way, and you can 
get it at less than one-half the lowest price at which any 
dealer will furnish you the same size of inferior workmanship 
and finish.” 

In 1905, the catalog wasted neither time nor space in senti- 
mental reflections upon death or the dead or the wisdom of 
commemorating the departed with monuments. It assumed 
that when a man died his family would erect a marker over 
his grave, and forthrightly discussed the question of price. 
Consequently, it tackles the question of buying a tombstone 
with a flying leap into the matter of price : 

Our Special $14.38 New Design Low, Roll Monu- 
ment. Or, “This Beautiful Tombstone with a sleeping lamb 
on the top is furnished at the hitherto unheard of price of 
$11.65 in Acme Blue. . . .” 

Lettering on the markers called for an added outlay, and 
it may be assumed led to brevity of epitaphs. “Ordinary sunk 
inscription letters, 6 cents each.” Poetry, however, cost less 
than prose to engrave on stone, and this may have encour- 
aged an American school of obituary poets. “Sunk verse, 2^ 
cents each.” 


The High Cost of Burying 

The catalog talks of tombstones in terms not of mawkish- 
ness but of merchandise. Long ago men complained of the 
alleged exorbitant charges of undertakers and monument 
makers, and said they were ghouls battening upon the sus- 
ceptibilities of grief-stricken folk. Sears does not attack the 
alleged ghoulishness of those who deal in the necessaries of 
the dead, but says that their distribution methods are wasteful 
and warns the customer against the local dealer in monu- 
ments. Its special catalog in 1910, we learn, is : 

“A revolution in prices and a revelation to you, telling you 
how memorials in granite and marble have heretofore been 
a fat field for profit for those doing business under the old 
fashioned selling methods, with their large selling expenses 
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and long profits, who for a century past have found the high- 
est of high prices to be essential to their methods. . . 

Death Is an Industry 

All his life man actively consumes ; at his death he is a pas- 
sive consumer for the last time. Burying the million and a 
half persons who annually die in the United States has re- 
sulted in an industry whose sales mount up to $500,000,000 
a year, and it is an industry without peaks or depressions, 
because in good times or bad times men die with astonishing 
regularity throughout every day and month of the year. Of 
this huge sum, about $55,000,000 a year goes to monument 
makers, and it is this large market that Sears seeks to tap 
through its memorial department. 

The markers and monuments listed in the 1935 catalog are, 
on the whole, simple and lacking in sentimentality, being 
mere blocks of granite or marble with a minimum of decora- 
tion and relying for effect on mass and polished surfaces. The 
carved-lamb design survives, however, as a marker for chil- 
dren’s graves in “The Olivet — ^the carved lamb 'and the heart 
and floral design which is traced on the front only, make this 
an appropriate tablet for a child’s grave.” One model is suit- 
able either for children or husband and wife and consists of 
two stone hearts hewn out of marble. This is “The Hearts- 
ease — a graceful and fitting memorial for two children or for 
a husband and wife.” 

After the customer has selected a tablet or monument, he 
is then confronted with the difficult question of the epitaph — 
a field of writing in which simple Americans have often risen 
to heights of beauty and dignity — and the catalog, coming 
to the rescue of the inarticulate, suggests “quotations and 
verses suitable for inscriptions.” 

. . If you have no verse or words of your own that you 
wish to use, you can, no doubt, find something in the selec- 
tion below which will express your grief in an appropriate 
and beautiful way.” The following are a few selections from 
the mail-order Greek Anthology : 
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For A Child 

O^ir Little One 

Entered Into Rest 

In Heavenly Love Abiding 

Under the Shadow of His Wings 

God's Finger Touched Him and He Slept 

Let no hopeless tears he shed, 

Holy is this narrow bed 

For an Adult 

At Rest 

Safe Into the Haven Guide 

He who dies believing 

Dies safely through Thy love 

We with Him to life eternal 
By His resurrection rise 

Someday, some time, but Oh not yet, 

For we must wait and not forget 

From the Scriptures 

Blessed are the dead which die in the Lord 
Be thou faithful unto death and I will give thee a crown 
of life, 

I sought the Lord and He heard me and delivered me 
from all my fears 

Customers’ Tesf^mon^als 

Sears’ customers write glowing testimonial letters to its 
memorial department. Mr. R. A. Wilson of Kingsley, Michi- 
gan, writes : 

Your records will show that I purchased from you for 
cash this summer, memorials to the amount of nearly 
$200. The material and workmanship are very good in- 
deed. I figure I saved about $120. . . . 
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Mrs. A. H. Custin of Crown Point, Indiana, says that she 
commemorated her husband's memory economically : 

I purchased a marker from you last August and I am 
very much pleased with it. I sent in my order and in less 
than a month my marker was in place at my husband's 
grave and at a saving of about $25 less than I would have 
had to pay at the dealers here. 
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Part Two 


LADIES 


Here we enter into the large, complex, colorful world ten- 
anted by women. Huge sectors of American manufacturing, 
retailing, and the services exist only to serve the multifarious 
demands of women. They constitute not only a huge market 
for the things that they consume directly, but they also deeply 
influence the purchasing of things jointly used by the family 
as, for example, the automobile, and the clothing worn by 
their men. Women, therefore, indulge in no idle boast when 
they say that if they stopped buying for only one week they 
would seriously cripple the economic structure of the country. 

In this place, however; woman is not considered as a mar- 
ket but is merely projected against the catalog mart to show 
her as a flesh-and-blood person in her various roles of con- 
sumer, worker, girl, wife, mother, and grandmother. 
Through the things that she uses and wears, she is related to 
the social-economic structure, of the times, to the changing 
place and status of woman in American society, and is seen 
as a reflector of contemporary manners and morals. 

This section deals with: typewriters and contraceptives; 
cosmetics and fashion; hair, millinery, silk hosiery, corsets, 
underwear, and bathing suits, labor-saving devices in the 
home, and gardening. 




MISS JONES TAKES A LETTER 


C ARL Sandburg 
Girls’’: 


wrote a poem. It is called ^Working* 


The working girls in the morning are going to work — 
long lines of them afoot amid the downtown stores 
and factories, thousands with little brick-shaped 
lunches wrapped in newspapers under their arms. 

Each morning as I move through this river of young- 
woman life I feel a wonder. about where it is all go- 
ing, so many with a peach blossom of young years 
on them and laughter of red lips and memories in 
their eyes of dances the night before and plays and 
walks. , . . 


And a man employed by Sears wrote a piece of advertising 
copy : 

The Chicago Typewriter. An Up to Date Typewriter for 
only $35.00. ... It has 32 keys which print 90 dif- 
ferent characters, the maximum reached by any type- 
writer ; is fitted with the universal key board and a 
steel type wheel. 

These type wheels are interchangeable, and in less than a 
minute's time can be changed, not only as to style of 
letter, but also from one language to another, and to 
the medical and mathematical wheels. 


This was in 1905, but already the ''river of young-woman 
life” was flowing in ever-greater volume down the streets of 
the cities, the leafy lanes of small towns aspiring to be cities, 
and in hamlets that yearned to be small towns. The particles 
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of the river were young women workers ; atoms sucked and 
drawn out of their homes by the forces of industry; dis- 
ordered parts of a disordered pattern still in process of form- 
ing a unified whole. These bodies fluent for reproduction, 
these hands facile for the coddling of children, and skillful 


The Machine that Wrote Woman's 
Emancipation Proclamation 


for the preparing of the evening meal against the home- 
coming of the breadwinning man, will bend over machines, 
serve behind counters, dip chocolates, sew up sacks, and tap 
typewriters. More than any other machine, the typewriter is 
the symbol of industry; the machine which, above all others 
perhaps, started women along a new road to living, as it is at 
the same time the instrument by which business makes itself 
articulate and, second only to the inventions of writing and 
printing by movable type, is the most important invention in 
the history of the machinery of human expression. 

In a million buildings of thousands of cities and towns, 
pothooks flower on notebooks in the morning; at the setting 
of the sun, they have become the language of business tran- 
scribed on letterheads ; by night, they are the cargo of lonely 
airplanes soaring over mountains ; of mail trains thundering 
through sleep-drowned villages. All of this we take for 
granted and as though it had always been ; yet these are re- 
cent developments in young America. 

Mark Twain Reeommenda the Typewriter 

Shortly after the Civil War, when the United States first 
began to feel the tremors of prodigious expansion, the 
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S cientific American said that the pen had become inadequate 
for the transaction of modern business and that the country 
needed a better method by which correspondence and book- 
keeping could be conducted. The new method was soon at 
hand. By 1868, Christopher Latham Sholes of Milwaukee 
had obtained a patent for a typewriter that wrote far more 
rapidly than the pen. Yet it was still a very crude machine, 
and it was not until 1874 that the Sholes typewriter, renamed 
the Remington, had been perfected sufficiently to be put on 
the market. Shortly after its appearance, Mark Twain said of 
the new typewriter : “I believe it will print faster than I can 
write. One may lean back in his chair and work it. It piles an 
awful stack of words on one page. It don’t muss things or 
scatter ink blots around; of course it saves paper.” 

Mark Twain paid $125 for his typewriter in 1874 — or 
just a little more than the price of today’s product. Type- 
writers were then turned out by the hundreds ; they are now 
manufactured by hundreds of thousands. Is this an instance 
of the economies of mass production dissipated by the ex- 
travagances of modern distribution ? 

Typewriter Improvements 

The first typewriter wrote capital letters only because it 
had no key-shift mechanism, and the writing was invisible to 
the operator, who could see what she was typing only by con- 
stantly lifting the carriage. These stumbling blocks to per- 
fection were soon cleared away. By 1878, the key-shift ma- 
chine was invented which permitted the operator to use small 
or capital letters at will, and a competing typewriter appeared 
which attempted to solve the same problem with a double 
keyboard containing twice the number of keys — one for every 
character, whether capital or small letter. Critics of the latter 
machine said that it took a deaf Hercules to run it and, ac- 
cording to J. B. Priestley, the English novelist, the objection 
setms to have been well founded. He decribes it as follows: * 

“It had the old double keyboard — ^typing then was a mus- 

* J. B. Priestley, English Journey, pp. 122-23. 
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cular activity. If you were not familiar with those vast key- 
boards, your hand wandered over them like a child lost in a 
wood. The noise might have been that of a shipyard on the 
Clyde. You would no more have thought of carrying about 
one of those grim structures than you would have thought of 
travelling with a piano.” 

While the key-shift and double-keyboard machines were 
competing for the market, the next great improvement in 
typewriters came in 1883 with the invention of the visible- 
writing machine. This speeded up the operation of typing 
and, as the urgent demands of increasing business called for 
more and more speed, the “touch method” of typing came 
into use in the 1890’s and rapidly superseded the old hit-or- 
miss usage. The touch method, in turn, doomed the double- 
keyboard machine because it was not adapted to the new 
system of typing. Thereafter the key-shift typewriter enjoyed 
a monopoly of the field. 

Hostility to the Typewriter 

The typewriter, however, was destined to meet hostility be- 
fore it became generally accepted. In the mechanical, as in the 
socioeconomic and political, worlds, aversion to change is 
deep-rooted. Many men said that it was silly to pay $125 for 
a newfangled machine that could merely do the work of a 
one-cent pen. As the typewriter was improved and became 
more efficient, questions involving the status of women soon 
entered into arguments over its utilization. 

It had often been said that men and women must not be 
employed together in industry because this would lead to sex- 
ual irregularities and the breakdown of the country’s morals. 
Yet here was the typewriter; it was useful; it could be oper- 
ated by girls, and girls were not only more efficient typists 
than men but would work for less. The girl typist thus soon 
became the symbol of woman’s emancipation, and in 1881, 
when the New York Young Women’s Christian Association 
announced that it would offer typing lessons to girls, strong 
protests were made on the ground that the delicate female 
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constitution could not endure the hardships of a six-month 
typing course. The young ladies managed, however, to sur- 
vive the rigors of the training course and were willing to 
work for less than men. When Emily Faithfull spoke to Colo- 
nel Higginson of Boston in 1883, he told her that “Like 
Charles Lamb, who atoned for coming so late to his office in 
the morning by leaving it early in the afternoon, we have in 
the United States first half educated the women, and then, to 
restore the balance, only half paid them.” 

Miss Faithfull, in her travels in America at this period, re- 
ports that : 

Shorthand enables many women to make a good liv- 
ing, especially in connection with type-writers, which are 
found invaluable to stenographers. I visited several offices 
started by lady stenographers where from six to a dozen 
girls were busily employed copying legal documents and 
authors’ manuscripts by means of these marvellous ma- 
chines. Girls quickly learn to use the type-writer, and 
seem quite to enjoy manipulating the keys. A few months’ 
practice enables them to write with it three times as fast 
as with a pen, and with perfect neatness and accuracy. It 
is probable an effort will shortly be made in London to 
open a well-appointed office for the employment of girls 
in this direction. 

In 1898, S. S. Packard, in What Women Can Earn, recites 
his accomplishments in training girls to be stenographers and 
says: 


The advent of the typewriter opened a new and limit- 
less field, and I had the great satisfaction of placing the 
first girl stenographer in business. This line of employ- 
ment, as is now so well known, was especially adapted to 
to the clear brain, quick fingers and methodical habits of 
the resourceful girl, and it is not at all strange that it has 
grown to be almost exclusively woman’s work. ... It is 
difficult to find young men willing to undertake stenog- 
raphy . . . and so today one of our chief difficulties is to 
fill the places that are open. . . . The surest and best means 
of becoming expert stenographers is through the best 
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schools, and ... in all parts of the country . . . there are 
well-conducted schools . . . where the learner can count 
upon attaining proficiency. . . . 

How much could stenographers earn? Almost as much in 
1898 as in 1940, and, measured by real wages, perhaps they 
earned more forty years ago than they do at present. Mr. 
Packard continues : 

The rates paid for good stenographers in the best busi- 
ness houses vary from $10 to $20 a week, and there is pos- 
sibly no line of work in which women engage having a 
fairer prospect of leading to something better. 

There were, however, moral objections to girl stenogra- 
phers : it was feared both that they would corrupt and be cor- 
rupted by their employers. Mary B. Sanford, writing in 
What Women Can Earn, discusses these objections: 

According to the humourous paragrapher, the woman 
stenographer is commonly regarded as a frivolous, illit- 
erate, and irresponsible young person, who acts the part 
of the “pretty typewriter” in the domestic drama with the 
untrustworthy husband and employer and the jealous 
wife. The squibs appear with wearying frequency and 
monotony. . . . 

The manners and morals of a small minority offer a 
slight foundation for such innuendoes. The representative 
stenographer is a responsible business woman, capable, 
faithful and thoroughly in earnest. She is often elderly 
and not always beautiful. 

And as a rule, though the woman in his service be 
young and attractive, the employer does not misuse his 
position. He is a busy man . . . and his relations to the 
stenographer are in general strictly of a business nature. 

Good principle exists in business offices, despite the par- 
agraphers and the fact that some unprincipled persons are 
found there. . . . 


Typists— and Skeptical Wives 

It was all very well for Miss Alice Leone Moats, in No 
Nice Girl Swears, to tell debutantes who might be anticipat- 
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ingf a business career that “No man can be on the make 
twenty-four hours a day.” Despite this assurance, there are a 
considerable number of jealous wives in the United States 
who are fearful that their businessman-husbands can be on 
the make twenty-four hours a day, and who fear that when 
George telephones that he is detained at the office he is actu- 
ally on the town with his attractive typist or secretary. The ex- 
ecutives, too, of some firms believe that good-looking stenog- 
raphers in an office lead sometimes, let us say, to lapses of 
attention to business on the part of the male staff, and they 
decree that typists in their employ should physically be on the 
alkaline side. Other firms make it a rule that no executive 
may keep a girl typist at work in his office during evenings. 
But still others, adhering perhaps to the poet’s theory that 
“beauty can do no wrong,” employ only the most toothsome- 
looking, well-dressed young t)rpists they can find, and let the 
quips fall where they may when they return home to their 
wives. 

The Typewriter and the Typist Triumph 

While the moral debates about typists continued, more and 
more girls prepared themselves to be stenographers, more 
and more typewriters were bought, and the machine itself 
moved through many mechanical changes. It continued, how- 
ever, to be looked upon by many people as a smart-aleck form 
of affectation on the part of men who owned one — a pretense to 
literary authorship or professionalism — ^while others felt that 
to receive a typed letter was a reflection upon their ability to 
read. “A short while ago,” says Emily Post, “it was consid- 
ered the height of rudeness to write personal letters to 
friends on a typewriter. . . . But in the present day, when 
most people themselves use a typewriter, this objection no 
longer holds true. ... A typewritten letter is not only proper 
but to be preferred in all letter writing of length. . . 

The typewriter, nonetheless, made its way and the time 
soon came when the only obstacle to its spread was the lack 
of competent typists. These were quickly provided by the 
opening of training schools which are the forerunners of to- 
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day’s business schools, and, as the typewriter opened up new 
work worlds for women, thousands of other women followed 
in their paths. By 1900, two hundred and six women out of 
every thousand in the population over the age of sixteen were 
gainfully employed in business and the services. 

Catalog Typewriters 

Typewriters are tucked away in a modest corner of a page 
of the 1905 catalog. The star of the machines offered was 
“The Chicago Typewriter. ... It has 32 keys, which print 90 
different characters ... is fitted with a steel type wheel. These 
type wheels are interchangeable, and . . . can be changed not 
only as to style of letter, but also from one language to an- 
other, and to the medical and mathematical wheels. Our spe- 
cial price . . . $35.00.” 


A Pocket Portable 

Sears presented in 1905 a portable typewriter so small and 
so ingeniously contrived that it could be folded and carried in 
the pocket. This triumph of invention was called “Coffman’s 



The Machine that Turned 
Many an Honest Man into an 
Author 


Pocket Typewriter. An ingenious writing machine, 7^2 
inches long, inch wide and ^ inch thick. Thoroughly prac- 
tical, writes 78 characters. . . . Can be folded up and carried 
in the pocket. It is endorsed and used by traveling men, doc- 
tors, lawyers, ministers, etc. Used in restaurants in printing 
bills of fare. Teachers, students and ministers will find this 
machine very helpful in preparing examination papers, mak- 
ing weekly announcements, etc. . . . Weight, packed for ship- 
ment, 18 ounces. Price , . . $3.90.” 
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Typewriters Ten Years Later 

The war-swollen catalog of 1915 devotes one page to the 
Harris Visible Typewriter and mentions no other kind or 
brand. We are told that “The Harris Visible Typewriter has 
been used exclusively in our big Chicago store for several 
years. The typewritten letters you receive from us are nearly 
always written on the Harris. If you will visit us you can see 
hundreds of Harris Typewriters being used to address en- 
velopes, fill in cards . . . make carbon copies, and in fact for 
every purpose to which a typewriter is adapted.” 

If the fact that Sears itself used the Harris did not convince 
the skeptical customer of its quality, the catalog was prepared 
to break down his skepticism by giving him a chance to use 
the machine in his own home. “We Will Gladly Send You a 
Harris on thirty days’ trial so you can test it out with your 
own work and in your own way. If it does not satisfy you 
completely you can return it to us and we will at once send 
back all money paid and pay all transportation charges. The 
Harris has held its own in competition with all the big selling 
$90.00 to $100.00 machines and we are sure it will please 
you.” 

Yet the price of the Harris in 1915 was but little more than 
that of the Chicago in 1905. It sold for $44.50 as against $35 
for the machine of ten years ago. 

By 1915, thousands of girls were tapping typewriters in 
the United States, and other thousands were preparing for 
typing careers, either to take the places of those who were re- 
tired by marriage or old age, or in response to the demands 
of business that seemed to grow in almost geometrical pro- 
gression. In hundreds of schools and in homes throughout 
the nation, girls were learning how to take shorthand dicta- 
tion and operate typewriters. It would have struck them as 
absurdly funny had they been told that in 1881 it was feared 
that the delicate female constitution would break under the 
rigors of a six-month training course in stenography. For 
this group, the catalog offered among its “Home Study 
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Books For Self-Education/’ three volumes for the aspiring 
business girl: 

Boyd’s Shorthand Instructor, . . . Easily learned in 
one month. 

The Diagram Short Line to Typewriting. Self in- 
struction on touch typewriting. . . . 

Course in Touch Typewriting. The most modern 
scientific method, very fully explained and easy to learn, 
with model business letters on real letterheads, in two 
colors. . . . 


Every Man His Own Typist 

The first portable typewriter to attain a market of consid- 
erable dimensions appeared in 1912. Small, light, compact, it 
can be carried by a child and used by anybody who can use his 
fingers with any degree of facility. Hundreds of thousands 
are now used by high-school and college students, ministers, 
lecturers, traveling men, and individuals who find it easier to 
write letters on the portable typewriter than to use the pen. 
On ships, trains, and even in airplanes, one hears the tap- 
tapping of portable machines, but soon this sound will van- 
ish. Noisy America, becoming more sensitive to noise, has 
invented the noiseless typewriter and reduced to silence both 
the portable and the standard-size machines. 

In 1935, portable typewriters had become so popular that 
the catalog devoted a full page to them. It featured the Un- 
derwood and Remington Noiseless. “So Quiet They Whisper. 
Typing That Can’t Disturb Your Thoughts ! . . , Type any- 
where with a Noiseless. . . . You won’t disturb others in the 
same room . . , you won’t keep the household awake. Light 
enough to carry easily . . . that’s why the portable is the most 
practical of all machines. . . . Price $67.50.” 

Underwood standard-size typewriters are introduced to 
the catalog reader in the following words : 

“More Than Half Off the Manufacturer’s Original 
Price. 

“Here’s the Underwood You Get From Sears! 
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“Underwood sturdiness — ^you’ve heard of it — ^youVe 
wanted to own this big substantial machine that costs over 
$100 when it’s new! We’ve completely rebuilt it in one of the 
greatest rebuilding plants in the country — and we are selling 
it as low as $39.95 ! To put it in brand new shape for you, we 
did more than recondition it; we actually stripped it to the 
base, even putting hidden parts in order. . . .” 

Sears also rebuilt other famous-brand typewriters: the 
Remington, L. C. Smith, and Royal ; sold typewriter ribbons 
and supplies, and, for the children of a country in which 
many mothers raised their daughters to be typists, offered toy 
typewriters. 


“Yours of the Tenth Received" 

In 1935, it took 15,000 workers to turn out $34,000,000 
worth of typewriters, and the American machine was so effi- 
cient that it was being exported all over the world. In this 
country, thousands of girls in high schools and .business 
schools were preparing to become typists. Salaries were fairly 
good, the work was distinctly white-collar work, and technol- 
ogy had not yet found a way to do away with the typist en- 
tirely or even to enable one girl to operate more than one 
machine at a time. At the same time, hundreds of thousands 
of Miss Joneses — anonymous acol 3 h;es in the temple of busi- 
ness — ^were translating pothooks into typewritten letters that 
form the very fabric of American business : 

“Yours of the tenth at hand. We shall expect check by re- 
turn mail.” “Shipped GYX motor yesterday and know that 
it will work to your entire satisfaction.” “We are not inter- 
ested in any blankets at this time.” “How’s things out your 
way? For once, these guys in New York have quit belly- 
aching.” 

It was the typewriter, more than any other machine, that 
enabled American women to enter business in the 1880’s, and 
sixty years later it is the typewriter, more perhaps than any 
other machine, that calls more women to enter business each 
year. The early controversy over whether men and women 
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ought to be employed together in industry has long been set- 
tled, and the girl typist is now an indispensable part of Amer- 
ican business. In million- windowed New York and in sleepy 
prairie towns, the business day begins with: “Miss Jones take 
a letter,” and ends with : “Mr. Brown, will you sign the mail ?” 



11 ■ HOW MANY POETS ARE LOST 


C ROP control and birth control — these mark the amazing 
economic and social transformation of rural America 
that has occurred within the past few years. Voluntary ster- 
ility on the land and voluntary sterility of the human body — 
this is the change that has come to the once crop-teeming and 
population-teeming America. The catalog’s customers now 
accept the listing of birth-control devices without lifting an 
eyelid in disapproval; more than that, they buy more and 
more contraceptives, and, as their demand grows, the cata- 
log’s pages keep pace with the demand. Contraception has 
come not only to urban America but also to rural and small- 
town America, and it has apparently come to stay. 

Yet the catalog deals with a great group of men and wom- 
en who might be expected to regard contraceptives as the 
devil’s invention, and those who sell them, as the devil’s agents 
on earth. Farmers and small-town dwellers make up the 
larger part of this group, and it was their kind on this con- 
tinent who made fornication a crime by law and once pun- 
ished adultery with death. It is they who stood firmly and 
still stand uncertainly for the prohibition of liquor ; who con- 
tinue to condemn dancing and card playing as sinful; who are 
churchgoers of every manner of persuasion, from mild lib- 
eralism to last-ditch fundamentalism, and who in general 
represent the last stand of puritanism and the old guard of 
conservatism. Members of this group in the South shook 
their heads in pious doubt and shocked unbelief when the De- 
partment of Agriculture ordered them in 1933 to plow up 
one third of a cotton crop that was rapidly approaching frui- 
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tion. This was “agin God,” because it was destroying life or 
preventing life from coming to maturity. And a Southern 
planter wise in the ways of his people told Mr. Henry Wal- 
lace, Secretary of Agriculture, that they would accept crop 
prevention without a murmur but not crop destruction, for 
the one was birth control — the prevention of life ab initio — 
while the other was abortion, or the destruction of life in 
being, and therefore sinful. Even the mules of the cotton 
fields were shocked — mules, as any plantation Negro will 
testify, have sensitive souls — and had to be lashed severely 
in order to make them turn aside from the ordained turnrow 
and plow up cotton. 

Thousands of farmers and their wives who daily thumb 
the Bible and regard every word of it as divinely inspired 
must believe that it is man’s duty to multiply his kind. When, 
therefore, rural groups embrace contraception almost as 
fervently as the metropolitan groups, when fertile rural 
America abandons its natural fertility for the voluntary 
sterility of birth control, it does no violence to truth to say 
that it marks one of the greatest — if not the greatest — amoral 
transformations of our times. 

It is not necessary for proof of the spread of birth control 
to resort to statistics gathered by social agencies, business, or 
the Bureau of the Census ; the catalog’s pages are filled with 
convincing evidence of the widespread use of contraceptives 
among country people. And the practice of birth control 
spread with great rapidity. The 1925 catalog does not men- 
tion contraceptive devices at all, but the 1935 catalog con- 
tains a whole page devoted to what are called “feminine hy- 
giene needs,” while the 1939 catalog emblazons this headline 
above two pages of contraceptives: “Avoid Embarrass- 
ment . . . Order Feminine Hygiene Needs by Mail from 
Sears.” 

Yet at least half the states of the Union treat the subject 
of birth control as part of the general provision against ob- 
scenity and lewdness, and forbid by statute the circulatiofi 
both of information about birth control and contraceptive 

—254— 



HOW MANY POETS ARE LOST 

devices. The use, however, of birth-control apparatus is for- 
bidden only by the state of Connecticut, the other states con- 
cluding that to enforce the law it would be necessary to put 
a policeman under millions of beds, and while this would 
solve the problem of unemployment it might put something 
of a strain on the right of privacy. The result is that in most 
states contraceptive devices are illegal, and they are, there- 
fore, bootlegged, opening the door to quacks of every kind 
and forcing the consumer to get the best article available, 
just as he used to buy the best Scotch he could get in the days 
of prohibition. The whole traffic is given the appearance of 
legal respectability by putting birth-control devices on the 
market allegedly for use in preventing disease or for pur- 
poses of “feminine hygiene.” Thus the demands of every- 
body, including the law, are satisfied. 

The Mississippi statute is typical of those on the books of 
many states. It punishes : 

“Every person who shall expose for sale, loan, or distri- 
bution, any instrument or article, or any drug or medicine 
for the prevention of conception ... or shall write, print, 
distribute, or exhibit any card, circular, pamphlet, advertise- 
ment, or notice of any kind, stating when, where, how, or of 
whom such article or medicine can be obtained ... or pur- 
chased or who manufactures . . . same.” 

The legislators of Mississippi, moreover, with the lofty 
purpose in mind of legislating a becoming modesty into farm 
animals (or their owners) passed a law under which a fine 
of $25 may be imposed against any person “who shall keep 
a stallion or jack ... in public view of an enclosure border- 
ing on a public highway or nearer thereto than one hundred 
yards.” 

In addition to the state laws, we have the Federal law of 
1873 which is still in force, under which the transportation 
of contraceptive information or materials by mail is punish- 
able with a fine of $5,000 and imprisonment for five years. 
\ et, throughout the states, contraceptive devices are openly 
sold in drugstores ; boxes and bottles of them are piled up on 
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counters and in shop windows as though they were talcum 
powder, and almost everywhere in the country the simplest 
form of contraceptive agent may be obtained in hotels and 
gasoline filling stations merely by dropping a coin in the slot 
of a vending machine. Laws or no laws, contraception has 
come to America. 


Sainte-Beuve and Anthony Comstock 

Although contraception had long been known to man, it 
may be said that for the Western World in general it is a 
nineteenth-century concept which came to full flower in the 
twentieth century. It spread rapidly from the Old World to 
the New, despite hostility, prosecution, and persecution. The 
tale may be told chronologically : 

1803 : The second edition of Malthus’s Essay on Popula- 
tion emphasizes the need of prudential checks and late mar- 
riage to limit the birth rate. 

1821 : James Mill writes in England: “The grand practical 
problem therefore is to find a means of limiting the number 
of births.” 

1830: Robert Dale Owen, in New York, advocates scien- 
tific and hygienic practice of contraception. 

1831 : The birth rate begins to decline in France because 
of artificial contraception. 

1842 : Bishop Bouvier in the little French town of Le Mans 
warns Rome that his parishioners are practicing contracep- 
tion and its classification among the deadly sins is stultifying 
the confessional and harming the Church. The Curia Sacra 
Poenitentiaria replies that the confessor need not inquire 
into individual usage unless his opinion is asked. 

1848 : The scene shifts again to America. This time, John 
Humphrey Noyes, head of the Oneida Community at Oneida, 
New York, writes in his first annual report: “We are not 
opposed to procreation. But we are opposed to involuntary 
procreation. We are opposed to excessive and, of course, 
oppressive procreation, which is almost universal. We are 
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opposed to random procreation. ... We are in favor of in- 
telligent, well-ordered procreation.” 

1848: The New York Herald, in the same issues which 
denounce the books of Dickens as immoral, carries adver- 
tisements of abortifacients written in the manner of grape- 
juice advertising during prohibition— that is, “if the lid is 
left open, the grape juice will not retain its purity but will 
ferment.” The Herald’s pill advertisements say they “must 
not be used during pregnancy as they are certain to produce 
miscarriage during that period.” 

1873: Largely through the efforts of Anthony Comstock, 
Congress passes a statute barring from the mails informa- 
tion and devices concerning contraception, even when sent 
by the medical profession, and declaring such information 
illegal and obscene. Ralph Waldo Emerson, on the other 
hand, says “If government knew how, I should like to see it 
check, not multiply the population.” 

1878: The first birth-control clinic in the world is opened 
in Amsterdam, Holland. 

1900 : Scientific birth control is endorsed by Dr. Abraham 
Jacobi in The Journal of the American Medical Association. 

1904: An article in The Independent quotes a physician as 
follows : “As a rule, the second child is an accident, the third 
is a misfortune, and the fourth a tragedy. I cannot recall in 
all my practice a woman who wished for or sought to have a 
family of five or six.” 

1906: At Chicago, Moses Harman, editor of Lucifer, is 
condemned at the age of seventy-five to hard labor in Leav- 
enworth Prison for writing an article on birth control. 

1912: Sir James Barr endorses hygienic prevention of 
pregnancy in an address to the British Medical Association. 

1914: Margaret Sanger, in New York, issues the first 
number of The Woman Rebel. It is barred from the mails, 
and the phrase “birth control” is coined to express the pur- 
pose of her campaign. She is indicted under the Federal 
statute prohibiting the dissemination through the mails of 

—257— 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


birth-control information, and a group of English writers, 
including H. G. Wells and Arnold Bennett, protest to Presi- 
dent Wilson against her prosecution. 

1916: The Federal case against Mrs. Sanger is dropped 
and the first American birth-control clinic is opened in 
Brooklyn, New York. It results in the arrest of Margaret 
Sanger and Ethel Byrne. Mrs. Byrne goes on a hunger strike 
in prison and is released by Governor Whitman after eleven 
days in jail, while others are arrested for distributing birth- 
control information. But the movement spreads, and birth- 
control clinics are soon opened in New York, San Francisco, 
Cleveland, Boston, and Minneapolis. 

1921 : The First American Birth-Control Conference is 
held in New York at the Hotel Plaza and Town Hall. The 
public meeting in Town Hall is prohibited by the police, and 
Mrs. Sanger and Miss Mary Windsor are arrested and re- 
leased. 

1922 : Birth-control conferences are held in Pennsylvania 
and Ohio. Mrs. Sanger, touring the world on behalf of birth 
control, organizes leagues in Honolulu, Peking, and Tokyo. 

1929: P. J. Ward of the National Catholic Welfare Con- 
ference writes in The New Republic: “The Catholic Church 
teaches that the artificial prevention of conception by chemi- 
cal, mechanical or other means, is intrinsically evil. The 
Church does not forbid the limitation of families, under all 
or any conditions. It does not require child bearing without 
regard to the health of the mother, or to the family income. 
It simply teaches that if a limit is placed on the number of 
children brought into the world, it must be done through ab- 
stinence and continence.” Catholic spokesmen have made it 
clear on many occasions that they approve of the restriction 
of sexual relations to those periods of the month when con- 
ception is least likely to occur — ^that is, if limitation of fam- 
ilies is sought — and that the use of any other contraceptive 
method is “unnatural” and consequently sinful. 

1936 : The United States Circuit Court of Appeals, in the 
notable case. United States of America v. One Package Con- 
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taining 120 , more or less. Rubber Pessaries to Prevent Con- 
ception, practically nullifies the Comstock Federal statute so 
far as the medical profession is concerned. 

1937 ; The American Medical Association comes out in 
favor of birth control under medical supervision — ^thirty- 
seven years after the advocacy of such action by Dr. Jacobi. 

1938: North Carolina, a state with a large rural popula- 
tion, becomes the first state in the Union to establish state- 
sponsored birth-control clinics. No village in the entire state 
is more than fifty miles from such a clinic. With less than 
three per cent of the nation’s population, this Southern state 
has thirteen per cent of the country’s birth-control clinics. 

But long ago in France, Sainte-Beuve, meditating on con- 
traception, had expressed that fear of it that sometimes 
haunts sensitive minds everywhere: “How many poets are 
lost tonight to France.” 

Birth Control on the Farm 

The farm or small-town woman (or man) of 1935 who 
was in search of contraceptives found a whole page of them 
in the catalog for that year. Gentility and the need for cir- 
cumventing the law dictated, however, that they should not 
be plainly labeled contraceptives but should be called “femi- 
nine hygiene needs.” Under this general heading, the catalog 
lists, first of all, a group of vaginal sprays and douches, fol- 
lowed by a long list of contraceptive suppositories, liquids, 
and jellies. Among them are: 

Liberties — “small greaseless inserts” 

Orthygynol — “an antiseptic vaginal jelly” 

Improvo Douche Powder 
Lysol 

Zonite suppositories 

H. W. Warner’s Vaginal Creme 

As the knowledge of contraception spread outward from 
the cities until it penetrated every village and town in the 
United States, a public eager for birth control bought con- 
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traceptives of every kind and description, so that a market 
with annual sales estimated at $250,000,000 was quickly 
built. Here, as in the case of patent medicines, the field was 
soon filled with quacks, fakers, and charlatans selling drugs 
and devices that at best are harmless and inefficacious, and 
at worst are harmful and useless. The demand is great, the 
profits enormous, and the public is ignorant and without pro- 
tection. Reputable and honest manufacturers are also in this 
field, but the public has no way in which to distinguish their 
products from those of the charlatans. 

The Unknown Consequences of Goniracepfion 

We may take it for granted that birth control is a cen- 
tral fact of life for millions of Americans, although a fact 
ignored or frowned upon by the laws of the United States 
and of many of the states. We may also take it for granted 
that knowledge of birth-control methods will spread to 
larger and larger groups of the nation, but the ultimate 
consequences, social and economic, cannot yet be predicted 
with any degree of accuracy. It may be argued, for example, 
that the automobile and contraceptive knowledge are among 
the great social revolutionary agents of our times, enabling 
men and women to break down age-old taboos against pre- 
nuptial sexual relations on the part of women. The auto- 
mobile, because it affords escape from prying eyes; con- 
traceptive knowledge, because it lessens the fear of the 
consequences of sexual relations in the form of disease or 
a child born out of wedlock. This is a phenomenon whose 
effects, whatever they may be, extend to all America. There 
are other consequences of birth control that relate directly 
to the farm and indirectly to the whole country. 

Rural birth rates are higher than the birth rates for any 
other major population group, and rural areas are now the 
source of the nation’s net increase in population. (Once, it is 
said, Frederick the Great stood at the window of his Pots- 
dam palace staring outward into the darkness of a night of 
iron cold. He turned finally to his courtiers and remarked, 
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“This night will bring many soldiers to Prussia.”) But who 
are the people in these areas that contribute to the increase ? 
They are, in general, that large section of our people who 
through ignorance or poverty are either unaware of contra- 
ceptive devices or are unable to buy them. 

“Birth rates are highest among the half of the farmers 
who accounted for only 10 to 11 percent of commercial pro- 
duction. This group had lower cash incomes ; in general, oc- 
cupied poorer land, and employed fewer products of science 
and invention. Their children by and large, have fewer edu- 
cational opportunities and more reason to leave their homes 
and communities to seek employment elsewhere.” * 

If, then, the increase of population among this group is 
socially undesirable for the country and works misery upon 
the parents and children most intimately concerned, and if 
the laws and customs of the country forbid the spreading of 
contraceptive knowledge among this group and the making 
available to them of contraceptive devices, it follows that the 
country is conspiring to increase precisely that part of the 
population whose increase it most deplores. The studies of 
the Milbank Memorial Fund made in 1934 show that the 
poorest families have the greatest number of children. As of 
1932 it appeared that : 

(a) There were 129 births for each thousand married 
women between the ages of 15 and 44 in the white-collar 
class. 

(b) Among skilled workers the rate was 150. 

(c) Among unskilled workers the rate was 184. 

(d) The rate of increase in families without employed 
workers during 1932 was 48 per cent higher than in those 
whose breadwinner was employed. 

(e) Families receiving relief were having 53 per cent 
more births than families who were self-sustaining. 

At the same time, it must be noted that the birth rate for 
the United States has been falling for a long time : 

*Henry Pratt Fairchild, in Harper’s Magazine, May, 1938. 
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In 1875, the rate was 37 children per thousand people 
a year. 

In 1912, the rate was 26 children per thousand people 
a year. 

In 1935, the rate was 17 children per thousand people 
a year. 

What proportion of the decline may be attributed to the 
practice of contraception is unknown, but there can be little 
doubt that it is now an important factor in the decrease of 
the birth rate. The Milbank Fund has shown that it is highly 
effective in cities, and there is no reason to believe that it is 
not equally effective when practiced by equally intelligent 
citizens in rural and small-town America. The Fund made a 
study of the number of pregnancies among a group of city 
women habitually using contraceptives and another group 
among whom contraceptives had not been used. The authors 
of the study summarized their findings as follows : * 

We can therefore conclude that in all durations of mar- 
ried life and for first, as well as for later pregnancies, the 
pregnancy rate of this group of women is significantly 
reduced by their use of contraceptives. . . . These data 
simply show that for a given exposure to the risk of con- 
ception about one-fourth as many pregnancies were ob- 
served when contraceptives were used as would be expected 
if no contraceptives were used. 

In this limited sense contraception was about 75 per- 
cent effective in preventing pregnancy. However, since 
these women as a group exhibited a high degree of fer- 
tility, and an expressed interest in limiting their families, 
they may have practiced conception with unusual dili- 
gence. Such diligence would tend to make the ratio of ef- 
fectiveness higher than we should expect to find in the 
general population. 

* Regina K. Stix and Frank W. Notestein : “Effectiveness of Birth 
Control, a Study of Contraceptive Practice in a Selected Group of New 
York Women,” Milbank Memorial Fund, Quart. Bull., 12 (1934) 
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Contraception Changing the Cataiog 

Contraceptives are now available to everybody in the popu- 
lation who has knowledge of them and the small amount of 
money necessary to buy them. The increase of population in 
both rural and urban areas is coming from the most de- 
pressed groups in those areas, and the birth rate of the en- 
tire country is slowing down. 

The use of contraceptives and the decline of the rural 
birth rate are indicative of the changes that have come into 
American rural life and attitudes since the turn of the cen- 
tury. We are moving and moving fast; toward what, no man 
knows. Children who were once an economic asset on the 
farm in the age of handicrafts may be, as often as not, an 
economic liability in the age of machines. When a prospec- 
tive Negro share cropper says nowadays to a Southern cotton 
farmer, “Boss, I has eight head er chillun,” the farmer is no 
longer impressed. Machines now do much of the work on the 
farm formerly done by hand. And signs are not lacking that 
great groups of the population in the future will look to the 
government rather than to their children to support them in 
their old age. 

Agriculture is no longer the dominant occupation of 
Americans. There is no assurance that the farm child will 
have a place on the farm when he grows up ; the pattern of 
rural life is thereby broken, and the farmer becomes con- 
cerned with circumventing his own fertility. Country folk, 
moreover, now demand a higher standard of living, and, 
where such a standard is impossible for a large family, par- 
ents keep the family small by contraception and assure a 
relatively high standard for a few children. This, too, is an 
age of wars, revolutions, unemployment, general insecurity, 
and disorganization, unfavorable to the creating of large 
families, and, since the North Dakota wheatgrower is as 
well aware of the state of the world as the Chicago banker, 
he sells the future short by producing fewer children. 
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It is impossible to evaluate the social, economic, and po- 
litical changes that will be wrought in America in the second 
half of the twentieth century as the result of the constantly 
falling birth rate. It is quite possible, however, to determine 
the merchandise trends that will follow from the decline and 
to foresee their effect on the catalog. Inasmuch as the day 
will soon come when there will be more older people than 
younger people in the population, the type, kind, and char- 
acter of goods offered by the catalog will be more in keeping 
with the demands of older people. The qualities of style and 
novelty will give way to those of comfort, utility, durability, 
warmth or coolness, and economy. 

The demand will be for more armchairs and fewer lay- 
ettes; more walking sticks and fewer tennis rackets; more 
house slippers and fewer dancing slippers; more woolen un- 
derwear and less silk underwear ; more lounging clothes and 
fewer sports clothes. 

The catalog now reflects in its pages the demands of the 
people for contraceptives. Later — and inevitably — its pages 
will reflect the changes that its contraceptives have helped 
to bring about. 
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W oman’s search for physical beauty seems almost as 
old as historical woman, and the authorities are filled 
with references to the use of perfumes and unguents by 
women throughout the ages, including those two famous 
girls, Cleopatra and the Queen of Sheba. The quest was once 
confined, however, to the small number of women who con- 
stituted the nobility and the smart demimondaine who had 
the time, the money, and pressing need for preserving or ac- 
centuating their beauty. Even in modern times, the search 
for beauty on the part of practically all women did not begin 
until the twentieth century, when it was proclaimed that the 
genii of the drugstore could somewhat repair the omissions 
of the genes. 

There is a sharp distinction between the beauty methods 
of the latter part of the nineteenth century in America and 
those pursued in the twentieth century. During the former 
period, women were told that beauty proceeded from within 
and could not be superimposed upon the body from without ; 
in the latter period, women accepted the doctrine that the 
paint industry projects in its advertising: save the surface 
and you save all. 

In the 1860’s, Godey’s Lady’s Book laid emphasis on man- 
ner and expression rather than on the attempted improve- 
ment of physical appearance by artificial means. “Be amiable 
and wear a pleasing expression,” it said. “Be graceful and 
modest in your ways ; an erect carriage is also of the utmost 
importance to the good appearance of females.” Women 
were told, too, “it matters not what is done to the outside 
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SO long as all is not well within,” and purifying draughts 
were urged upon those burdened with “blotches and pimples.” 

If the eyes were not bright, the remedy was not to be 
found in a drugstore nostrum; it was “to splash the neck, 
chest, back, and face with cold water.” If the hair looked 
dull and rough, “it should be brushed well with oil, well 
rubbed into the scalp.” The hundred brushes every night and 
morning was the nineteenth-century recipe for keeping the 
hair beautiful. 

In short, the beauty advice of that century was, when ten- 
dered to “good” women, more of a lecture on health and 
modest amiable behavior than on so-called beauty treatments. 
The general theme was simple : keep yourself in good condi- 
tion and you will be attractive. Godey’s Lady’s Book, which 
was read not only by women of fashion but also by simple 
housewives, contains no instructions on how to “paint” or 
any mention of artificial aids to beauty. Today whole issues 
of some magazines and large sections of others are de- 
voted to this subject alone and are greedily read by anxious 
housewives everywhere. Godey’s contented itself with giving 
the simple suggestions already enumerated, and exhorting 
women on the value of neatness and the necessity for con- 
cealing their curlpapers lest they lose their husband’s love. 

This does not mean, however, that certain daring ladies — 
usually exalted leaders of fashion — did not risk the condem- 
nation of their contemporaries by “painting.” In 1897, Eve’s 
Glossary published The Guide-book of a Mondaine, by the 
Marquise de Fontenoy (whose real name was Marguerite de 
Godart, Comtesse du Planty et de Sourdis, nee Cunlifee- 
Owen), for the edification of American women. She writes: 

A great many society women have adopted the cus- 
tom of “making up,” ... or painting their faces. ... It is 
a mystery to me why women of the world . . . insist on 
plastering their skins with . . . paints and powders, which 
. . . deceive nobody and . . . give any woman an appear- 
ance of doubtful respectability. 

As women are credited with desiring to please the op- 
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posite sex, it would seemingly follow that the latter must 
admire what is commonly called ''paint.” This is an egre- 
gious mistake, for I have always found that men jeer at 
painted women — not in their presence of course — and se- 
riously object to maquillage where their wives, sisters or 
daughters are concerned. How could it be otherwise? 

Do those who redden their cheeks with rouge, darken 
their eyes, and cover their complexion with chalk, verily 
believe that they will call back the semblance of youth 
promised them by cosmetic concoctions? Or by constant 
contemplation of their own artificiality have they become 
blind to the spectacle they present to the world? It has 
been charitably alleged that the increase in "painted ladies” 
is the fault of fashion, the complexions of whose votaries 
would, but for artificial aid, appear hopelessly washed out 
by contrast with the brilliant hues of their garments. But 
as the rouge and blanc de perle are only too painfully ap- 
parent on the wearers of many a white or black gown, 
the blame cannot consistently be laid at the door of 
fashion. 


Despite the strictures and laments of the Marquise, it ap- 
pears, however, that at the very moment she was writing the 
ladies were clamoring ever more loudly for madder rouges 
and more alluring perfumes. She continues : 

No one who has any idea of modern social life can 
deny that the use of all the adventitious aids to the toilet 
which have been condemned since the days of Jezebel — 
paint, powder, enamel, hair-dye, and every other kind of 
"beautifier” — is enormously on the increase in society. 

They seem to have attractions for all ages. No longer are 
girls proud of those skins which have made the name of 
the American Beauty famous in all parts of the habitable 
globe. The competition for admiration has become so 
keen that public attention must be arrested at all costs. 

The debutante sees with the keen eye of feminine criti- 
cism — that visual sense which it is not possible to deceive 
when the object of its study is another woman’s appear- 
ance — ^that the "smart” young married women who are the 
most surrounded by crowds of admirers — are those who 
owe the most to the aid above-mentioned ; and poor tender 
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little rosebuds that they are, bedaub their clear, fresh, 
young skins with red, white and blue — ^very patriotic col- 
ors to be sure, but which look far more in place on the 
silken folds of Uncle Sam’s flag than on the cheeks of his 
daughters. 

The Marquise now presents that argument against the use 
of cosmetics which, as in the case of woman’s adornment 
generally, has always failed — ^the moral argument. 

“Making-up,” she concludes, “except when it is done in a 
very discreet and thoroughly artistic fashion, stamps the 
most honest woman at least as 'fast,’ and this ought certainly 
be sufficient to deter the fair sex from indulgence in so un- 
ladylike a practice. A painted, or worse, an enamelled face 
^enameled faces were common among the great ladies of the 
Edwardian period, including the late Queen Alexandra of 
England, and were produced by applying a mask of white 
liquid which hardened on the face]] loses its individual ex- 
pression; for the artificial complexion constrains one to 
avoid any passing emotion. Tears would destroy it, smiles 
or hearty laughter would crack it, and as to blushes — ^if fin- 
de-siecle women still blush — ^these delicate waves of color, so 
becoming to the feminine countenance, are invisible under a 
thick crust of blanc de perle and rouge" 

These railings against the use of cosmetics were, of course, 
useless, but before taking leave of the Marquise de Fontenoy, 
it is interesting to observe her blasts directed against gentle- 
men of fashion in the so-called gay nineties : 

“There has been of late years,” she writes in Eve’s Glos- 
sary, “much talk about the ‘mannish’ woman, but it is well to 
remember that she is closely rivalled by the womanish or 
‘ladylike’ man. . . . Many of the toilet shops in New York 
would have to put up their shutters if deprived of their male 
customers. Paint, powder, perfumes, dyes, irons for waving 
and curling their exquisite mustaches, which, by the by, must 
be dyed to the latest tint of reddish brown, scented sachets to 
fasten inside their coats ... all these and many other items 
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of toilet trickery form part of the indispensable ‘get-up' of 
our modern society man.” 

Morals and Manners Meringue 

It is an interesting commentary on the manners and mor- 
als of the United States in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century that, while a woman who “painted” was condemned 
as an abandoned woman, the New York Herald could through 
its columns act as an accoucheur of love. Such advertisements 
as these crowded the personal columns of this newspaper 
during the 1870’s and 1880’s : 

Fifth Avenue Stage, Thursday Up from Niblos. Will 
the lady who noticed gentleman with fur cap exchange 
cards? Address with confidence, Zachary, Herald office. 

WILL THE STOUTEST OF THE THREE LADIES who rode 

down to Fulton ferry in a Fifth Avenue stage yesterday 
afternoon send her address to Romeo, Herald office? 

BROADWAY AND FOURTEENTH STREET CAR THURSDAY 
EVENING. . . . Gentleman gave seat to lady, afterward 
waved handkerchief corner Twenty-seventh Street and 
Broadway, which was returned, desires an interview. Ad- 
dress Eugene, Herald office. 

CENTRAL PARK IMPOSSIBLE TODAY. Appoint interview 
for Saturday or Sunday. Wear red rose. 

More than twenty years later, Henry T. Finck, in his 
Romantic Love and Personal Beauty (1902), expressed the 
prevailing opinion on the use of rouge : 

It is needless to say that women who paint their faces 
put themselves on a level with savages; for they show 
thereby that they prefer hideous opaque daubs to the 
charm of translucent facial tints. Masculine protestation, 
combined with masculine amorous preference for pure 
complexions, has at last succeeded in banishing paint 
from the boudoir of the most refined ladies ; and this, com- 
bined with compulsory vaccination for smallpox, ac- 
counts for the increasing number of fine complexions in 
the world. 
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And in the same volume, in which the author condemns the 
use of rouge by women, he gives instructions on “How to 
Kiss.” 


Kissing comes by instinct, and yet it is an art which 
few understand properly. A lover should not hold his 
bride by the ears in kissing her, as appears to have been 
customary at Scotch weddings of the last century. A 
more graceful way, and quite as effective in preventing 
the bride from “getting away,” is to put your right arm 
around her neck, your fingers under her chin, raise the 
chin, then gently but firmly press your lips on hers. After 
a few repetitions, she will find out it doesn’t hurt, and be- 
come as gentle as a lamb. 

In the instances, then, of the Herald’s advertisements and 
the laments of the pure in heart over the use of rouge by 
women, and in the instructions on how to kiss, we have the 
full flowering of nineteenth-century hypocrisy. We may now 
consider the use of rouges and cosmetics among the nation- 
wide group who were (and are) Sears’ mail-order customers 
and, as the story unfolds, we shall see again how the daring 
acts of one generation become the commonplaces of the next. 

The Cosmetiques of 1905 

Some curious snobbery seems always to be associated with 
the sale of toilet preparations in the United States, and even 
the earthy catalog succumbs, in 1905, to the temptation of 
calling cosmetics “cosmetiques.” The same tendency appears 
today in the advertisements of national advertisers in which 
perfumes are always parfums, odors are odeurs, and bottles 
are flacons. Such terms presumably connote the French ori- 
gin of the goods offered and titillate the consumer’s vanity 
with the implication that she understands the language of 
fashion — French. 

In recent years, such organizations as the Consumer’s 
Union have come into being whose purpose it is to analyze 
and test various products for the protection of the consumer 
against adulteration, misbranding, and other frauds. Yet the 
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catalog is frankness itself when it introduces the reader to 
its perfumery section with these words: “We can truthfully 
say that there is hardly another line of goods in which so 
much adulteration and substitution is practiced as in per- 
fumery.” It adds that Sears imports its own perfumes in bulk 
from France and bottles them in Chicago, thereby preventing 
adulteration. 

In 1905, the catalog offers no so-called standard brands; 
the odors most in demand are simple flower odors, and the 
prices are very low, ranging from twenty to thirty cents an 
ounce. The favorite odors were: 


Hyacinth 
Tuberose 
Crab Apple 
Violet 

Rose Geranium 
White Heliotrope 


Shandon Bells 
Sweet Clover 
Ylang Ylang 
New Mown Hay 
Jockey Club 
Wild Rose 


Typical of the perfumes offered was “Our Special Violette 
France Perfume, put up in magnificent 2-ounce cut glass 
stoppered bottle, for only 60 cents. . . . Contain’s society’s 
latest, most exclusive odor. People of fashion and all those 
usually referred to as ‘swell’ people prefer Violette France. 
. . . With a touch of this sweet, elegant and dainty perfume 
you can make the most simple as well as the most stylish and 
fascinating toilet complete. Its odor is often recognized as 
the perfume of gentility and good breeding.” 


Toilet Waters 

In its introduction to Sears’ toilet waters, the catalog 
makes a statement which must have enraged the patriotic 
toilet-goods makers of the United States ; a statement which 
years later was confirmed by one of the Federal government’s 
unemotional and nonparochial fact-finding bodies, the United 
States Tariff Commission. The catalog says: 

“Recognizing the French Toilet Preparations as the 
standard and in many cases far superior to the preparations 
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of like kind manufactured in any other country, the United 
States not excepted, we have at all times carried a very ex- 
tensive line of French toilet preparations. . . 

Many years later the Tariff Commission, conscious of the 
fact that the French had developed a superior technique of 
making perfumery -and had perfected it through centuries of 
experience, said of perfumes imported into the United 
States : 

“Imports are principally from France, where growing of 
flowers and plants for oils is an old and highly developed in- 
dustry. French products also have prestige and their per- 
fumers are leaders in this industry.” 

The catalog stood then on firm ground in extolling the 



virtues of French perfumes, but offering French toilet waters 
in the catalog was another story. Only a few are listed, and 
they are not French but American concoctions selling at from 
five to seven cents an ounce, including that once firmly estab- 
lished favorite, Florida Water. The catalog reserves its 
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greatest amount of space and its most earnest sales argu- 
ments for preparations such as Our White Lily Face 
Wash, forty cents per bottle; asks the rhetorical question, 
“Do You Want To Be Beautiful?” and by implication as- 
sures ladies who answer in the affirmative that Our White 
Lily will work the desired transformation. 

One half of a page is given to Floral Massage Cream. The 
virtues of the massage are lyrically described for the benefit 
of hard-working housewives and farm women who had cur- 
ried many a horse and rubbed the sore leg of many a cow, 
but had never themselves felt the soothing hand of the mas- 
seur: 

“Have You Ever Tried Face Massage? Do you know 
that massaging the face is now considered a function which 
no progressive lady omits in order to produce and preserve 
that healthy glow, that pink of complexion which makes the 
beautiful features more beautiful, and adds to irregulaj ones 
attractions, the effect of which is really remarkable. ... It is 
not surprising that the foremost professional massageurs 
will use nothing else in their work but Floral Massage Cream, 
which can be found in every fashionable massage parlor ” 

Painted Women in Rural America 

In the United States, the masses tend to ape the classes (or, 
now, Hollywood), in the fields of dress, clothes, and even 
household furnishings. National advertisers, conscious of 
this fact, therefore make us privy to the contents of Mrs. 
Vanderbilt’s bedroom distinguished by a Simmons bed; Mr. 
Pyne of the Princeton Pynes tells us in a paid advertisement 
that he uses a certain brand of toothpaste, and everybody 
who is anybody in the feminine world, from the late Queen 
of Rumania to the latest ornament of cafe society, has testi- 
fied to the beauty-procuring qualities of Pond’s cold cream. 
Ergo: what is good enough for our betters is the best thing 
for us. 

As we have seen, it was women of fashion who were the 
American pioneers in the use of rouge toward the end of the 
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nineteenth century, and so far had their influence and ex- 
ample spread, even in the preradio era, that, by 1905, rouge 
in limited quantities was demanded and used by simple house- 
wives throughout the country. Thus the catalog listed : 

“Rouge de Theatre. This is positively the best, giving a 
natural and lifelike glow ’’And here follows a recommen- 

dation extraordinary for the times. To say, in 1905, that 
rouge, a then morally dubious product, is being used by the 
theatrical profession, a then morally dubious profession, is 
the equivalent of recommending a bed today because it is the 
kind used in some bawdyhouse. Yet the catalog states that its 
Rouge de Theatre “is considered by the theatrical profession 
the only satisfactory rouge, and used by them almost exclu- 
sively owing to the fine distributive qualities which it pos- 
sesses so that it can never be noticed or detected.” 

Brunette Today end Blonde Tomorrow 

Woman’s prerogative of changing the shade of her hair at 
will was exercised as well in 1905 as in latter days when the 
country was dazzled by thousands of peroxide blondes. The 
1905 catalog ofiPered a bleach that would turn a brunette into 
a blonde. 

“Blondine. The Famous Hair Bleach. ... A pteparation 
that will gradually turn the hair from any color to a beautiful 
blonde color. . . .” 

And for gentlemen and ladies who desired to dye hair or 
mustaches, the requisite agent was available in “The Perfect 
Combination Hair Dye. ... A really perfect dye for dyeing 
the hair, mustache, or whiskers, quickly, all shades of brown 
or deep black.” 


Soap Without Wonders 

The catalog lists a whole page of soaps, including such old 
favorites as Colgate’s Cashmere Bouquet, Pears’, Cuticura, 
and many kinds of Castile bars. But the copy does not prom- 
ise for any of these soaps that their use will : 
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(а) Remove body odor. 

(б) Procure a rich husband for a girl, or a well-paid 
position as the head of a foundry for a man. 

(c) Make a woman beautiful, cultured, and a wit. 

(d) Act as an aphrodisiac at fifty yards’ distance. 

It was merely claimed for soap that it would, as in the 
words of the Negro song, “surely wash you clean.” The re^ 
nascence of wonder in advertising was yet to dawn on Amer- 
ica. 

Armed to the Teeth 

Four out of five might have had it in 1905, but, if they did. 
Sears said nothing about it in the catalog’s listing of denti- 
frices. The copywriter who described these articles seems to 
have been innocent of the dread fact dug up by advertising 
agencies in later years that the purpose of the human mouth 
in nature’s scheme is to serve as a protected reservation for 
wild germ life. He did not seem to know that, even as he 
wrote, pyorrhea was secretly gnawing at the gums of four 
out of five people in the country; that halitosis was keeping 
thousands of girls in the unhappy condition of being “always 
a bridesmaid but never a bride,” and preventing many a 
young man from dominating the directors’ meetings of 
United States Steel. Nor did he see even the brighter side of 
things : “the million dollar smile,” “the smile that wins,” and 
similar bits of magic which then languished in the imagina- 
tions of boys who would become the copywriters of the 1920’s. 
The time would come when they would arm women to the 
teeth in the struggle of life and love, but in 1905, Sears’ 
tooth pastes and powders were distinguished from those that 
later came on the market by two drab factors : they were low 
in price, some kinds selling for four cents, and it was not 
promised for them that they could do more than cleanse the 
teeth. 

Toothbrushes were then also only simple devices for brush- 
ing teeth; “science” had not yet taken hold of them and con- 
verted them into extraordinary curative agents, but appar- 
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ently, by way of compensation, they were cheap. The Prophy- 
lactic toothbrush, for example, sold for twenty cents in 1905, 
and we shall observe how, years later, the patriotic company 
who manufactures it, sought to protect the United States 
against the invasion of cheap toothbrushes made by the wily 
Japanese, doubtless in an effort to undermine the morals of 
the West. 

Paean to Beauty 

The 1910 catalog leaves far behind the nineteenth-century 
conception that beauty is to be cultivated from within, and 
preaches the twentieth-century creed that it may be superim- 
posed from without. In five short years, the catalog has 
passed from self-conscious timidity about cosmetics to a bold, 
assured position so strong that it ventures a long lecture on 
beauty. And this means simply that American women on the 
farm and in the small towns were beginning to reach for the 
bottles that would beautify. The catalog’s paean to beauty 
begins with a ringing call to arms — at that time, naturally, 
the husband’s: 

“Women ! Be Beautiful 

Let Us Show You the Way 

It Is Simple When You Use the Best Beauty Products.” 

And then completely unperturbed by philosophical or 
esthetic doubts, and with the obvious purpose of assuring the 
ladies that to be beautiful is not necessarily to be sinful, 
Sears’ copywriter asks and answers the question: 

“What Is Beauty? Beauty is one of the greatest bless- 
ings that heaven has bestowed upon woman. Let no woman 
be ashamed of her love for the beautiful, for beauty is ador- 
able, be it in landscape, picture, bird, flower or woman. God 
would never have filled this world so full of beauty if it were 
wrong to admire it. Where beauty is of such infinite variety 
and form, let no woman despair of obtaining it in some de- 
gree. Among those we meet there are very few who are hope- 
lessly homely.” 
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This is an enormously comforting statement of faith, be- 
cause, if beauty is good enough for God, it is good enough for 
folks living in Iowa. Furthermore, where there is so much of 
it, every woman has a chance to grab some of it for her own 
private use. Since the number of those who are “hopelessly 
homely” is small, it may be presumed, they hide in the old 
barn where the copywriter cannot meet them. 

Having then laid down a general doctrine of beauty, the 
catalog deserts the lilies of esthetics for the harsh business of 
life. “A complexion,” it tells us, “is admirable when it pleases, 
like a beauteous flower.” But never an instrument of art for 
art’s sake, it points out that (o) a good complexion is handy 
in getting your man, and (b) in keeping him. 

“When A Man Marries, Nine Times Out Of Ten He 
Chooses The Girl Who Is Careful About Her Personal Ap- 
pearance, The Girl With The Pretty Complexion.” But what 
about the girl with the ugly complexion? She is doomed to 
be an old maid. 

“You can’t blame men for not being attracted to women 
whose faces are disfigured with pimples, blotches, blackheads, 
or other unnecessary blemishes. . . . Order some of Mrs. 
Graham’s beauty products and start today.” 

This world, it appears, is a harsh world for women. Once 
Mrs. Graham, Sears’ beauty specialist, has removed every 
pimple that is a stumbling block on the road to marriage, and 
the maid has become a matron, may she relax and enjoy a few 
blemishes in peace ? She may not. Why ? 

“Because You Are Married Is No Excuse For Neglecting 
Your Personal Appearance. 

“ ‘Don’t care’ women make unhappy homes. If you would 
like the admiration of your husband, children, and friends be 
even more particular than you were in ‘courting days.’ . . . 
Take care of your complexion ... a skin free from black- 
heads, pimples, freckles, and wrinkles will make you attrac- 
tive. . . . Always keep Kosmeo cream in the house to retain 
and improve your beauty. ...” 

A glance at the world outside the catalog shows that Sears, 
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in delivering these lectures on beauty and prescribing beauty 
nostrums, was keeping in tune with the world of fashion. In 
the same year (1910) that the catalog published its paean 
to beauty, Mrs. Hubbard’s Salon was opened on Fifth Av- 
enue in New York. She published an “Essay on Beauty” with 
a curriculum of treatments that makes Elizabeth Arden look 
like a sorority mother telling the girls what to put on their 
faces before they go to chapel. Mrs. Hubbard’s preparations 
were called Grecian, and included all kinds of muscle oils, 
powders, rouges, and face enamels. It was still the fashion, 
however, to strive for a natural effect in the use of rouges, 
and the Grecian Lip-Pencil was advertised as “imparting a 
natural color” — precisely the color that no woman now ex- 
pects or wants a lipstick to impart. 

Nonetheless, even at this time, the cheeks of nice young 
girls were supposed to be “innocent of artifice save nature’s 
own,” and the most that was permitted them was a little sur- 
reptitious powdering with cornstarch, while great numbers 
of respectable middle-class women continued to shun “mak- 
ing-up” until the delirious days of the World War period. 

After the War Is Over 

Long before the 1925 catalog appeared, American girls had 
abandoned their corsets, rolled their stockings, shortened 
their skirts, painted their faces and lips, and shocked their 
elders. (In time the elders would shock their children, but 
that is another story.) And the War had its effects on per- 
fumes and cosmetics just as it had on almost every depart- 
ment of human behavior. 

Thousands of American soldiers in France sent home hun- 
dreds of thousands of parcels containing French perfumes 
and powders, many of which were relatively unknown to the 
American masses because of their high prices. But as the 
gifts of soldiers they came in duty-free, and once women had 
scented the perfumes of France and used the face powders 
of Paris, they began to demand them thereafter, regardless 
of price. Thus the catalog of 1925 lists Coty’s face powder 
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and rouges and Coty’s perfumes. The price of the perfumes 
in 1925 was $5.79 for two ounces, as compared with two 
ounces of perfume in 1905 for fifty cents. Subsequently, the 
French, who are no fools, proceeded on the sound theory that 
“American ladies like to pay much money for perfume,” and 
began to sell their extracts here in great quantities for as 
much as thirty dollars an ounce. High-priced perfumes — ^and 
according to the testimony of expert French perfume chem- 
ists, few of them cost more than seventy-five cents an ounce 
to manufacture — enjoyed a great success here, both because 
they represented conspicuous waste in the Veblen sense and 
because they aiforded the women who bought them the intoxi- 
cating pleasure of believing that they were not available to 
women of lesser means. But they were wrong. The millions 
of women of lesser means demanded precisely the perfumes 
that were being bought by the rich; Caron’s Nuit de Noel, 
Chanel’s No. 5, and Guerlain’s Shalimar. But they could not 
buy them bottled at from $12 to $30 a bottle. Whereupon 
thousands of stores opened the bottles and sold these per- 
fumes by the dram or fractions of a dram, at an expenditure 
of fifty cents or a dollar. So the working girl could use these 
perfumes being worn by the women they read about in the 
society columns of the newspapers. 

The War made another contribution to the American 
woman in search of physical beauty — a contribution born of 
pain and suffering. Modern guns made gargoyles of the 
faces of thousands of men on the battlefields, but plastic sur- 
geons miraculously restored them. Women quickly took ad- 
vantage of the superior techniques worked out amid blood 
and pain in war hospitals and, shortly after the War, re- 
sorted in great numbers to surgeons to have their noses 
snipped, clipped, and otherwise reshaped; their faces 
“lifted”; their legs straightened; their too prodigal breasts 
reduced. In the meantime, those soldiers whose faces were 
shrapnel-smashed beyond all hope of repair lay immured in 
hospitals where they would spend the remainder of their 
lives, unloved by women and unseen by men. 
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The Great Toothbrush War 

We like to think of ourselves as the best- washed, -tubbed, 
and -scrubbed people on earth, and indeed it is only with re- 
spect to our alleged superior hygienic methods that we are 
likely to boast of our achievements. This is especially true 
since the birth of humility in 1929. In the light, therefore, of 
our sanitary achievements, it is worth while noting some 
phases of the great toothbrush war that was quietly waged 
in Washington in 1934. Hostilities began with a letter from 
Mr. William C. Bird, executive vice-president of the Prophy- 
lactic Brush Company, of Florence, Massachusetts, to Rep- 
resentative Treadway of Massachusetts. This company’s 
toothbrush was listed in the 1905 catalog at twenty cents; by 
1934 it was selling generally in drugstores at fifty cents. But 
dread events are in the wind and Mr. Bird warns his Con- 
gressman of them : 

It is perhaps in order at this time for me, in behalf of 
the Pro-Phy-Lac-Tic Brush Co., to bring to your atten- 
tion how the toothbrush industry of the United States is 
being affected by foreign imports, mostly from Japan. 

We estimate that in 1933 approximately 50,000,000 
toothbrushes were sold in this country. Of this amount, 
approximately 13,000,000 . . .■ were imported brushes, 

95 per cent of which were from Japan. Three-fourths of 
the balance were made in two Massachusetts plants, 
namely our own, and the plant of the DuPont Viscoloid 
Co., at Leominster, Mass. 

You can, therefore, see how important it is for the wel- 
fare of Massachusetts employees that these imports be 
prevented. I might also add that these imported tooth- 
brushes were landed in this country at the low cost of 
1^4 cents each. 

Perhaps the above simple facts will aid you in deter- 
mining what your position should be relative to tariff 
matters now pending. 

The facts and implications of this letter reveal that if four 
out of five have it they are likely to keep it. 
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( 1 ) Fifty million toothbrushes were sold in 1933 to a pop- 
ulation of about one hundred and twenty-five millions. Some 
persons buy six or twelve toothbrushes a year. It follows, 
therefore, that millions of Americans — ^the allegedly sanita- 
tion-mad people — do not own a toothbrush. And it is esti- 
mated that only 30 to 40 per cent of the American people 
ever brush their teeth at all. We are consequently a nation 
with a higher family ownership of automobiles — or the use 
of automobiles — than of toothbrushes. 

(2) Dental hygiene is now taught to millions of children, 
and millions of dollars are annually spent by toothbrush and 
tooth-paste manufacturers assuring the people that the way 
to beauty, truth, success, culture, love, and the avoidance of 
pyorrhea is through brushing the teeth. Yet the majority of 
Americans did not brush their teeth. Why? One of the main 
reasons was that the price of toothbrushes was too high. 
When cheap brushes are available people buy them, as Mr. 
Bird has shown, to the extent of 13,000,000 from Japan in 
one year. 

(3) If, then, (a) the majority of our people do not brush 
their teeth; if (&) brushing is hygienically valuable, and (c) 
more people would brush their teeth if they could afford to 
buy brushes, it follows (d) that the public interest is served 
when cheap brushes are put in the hands of the people, 
whether they come from Kobe, Japan, or Florence, Massa- 
chusetts. 

(4) Such imports might, however, affect the profits and 
near monopoly of two companies making toothbrushes in this 
country. Mr. Bird’s letter admits that his company and Du- 
Pont Viscoloid make 75 per cent of the toothbrushes sold in 
America. 

(5) Finally, the United States Tariff Commission reported 
that Japanese toothbrushes are of a kind not produced in the 
United States — that is, a very cheap kind — and consequently 
are used by people who could not afford to buy higher-priced 
brushes : 
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Imports (from Japan) are chiefly low-priced tooth- 
brushes having bamboo handles, a type not produced in 
the United States. Some bamboo-handle toothbrushes 
are sold chiefly to prisons, asylums, and other public or 
charitable institutions; others are marketed in regular 
trade channels. Bone-handle toothbrushes, the next most 
important type imported, are produced in small quantities 
in the United States. 

What, then, is the poor but patriotic American to do ? Is he 
to risk pyorrhea by buying no toothbrush at all because he 
cannot afford to pay the price, or is he to buy a Japanese 
toothbrush? 

Priestesses of Beauty 

In the topsy-turvy world of 1939, a photograph of Eliza- 
beth Arden standing on her head appeared in a New York 
fashion magazine. In the quieter world of 1910, Sears em- 
ployed its own beauty specialist in the mature person of Mrs. 
Gervaise Graham. Her catalog clientele would have been 
shocked to see a photograph of Mrs. Graham standing on 
her head, even if she could have achieved the feat at her age. 
For Mrs. Graham was a grandmother, and the catalog went 
to some pains to assure ladies that the Sears beauty specialist 
was no brash young thing : 

“Would you not feel certain that preparations have great 
merit if a woman who uses them lived and worked hard for 
twenty years without perceptibly aging and kept her contour 
girlish, her flesh firm, and maintained her beautiful, youthful 
complexion without wrinkles, though she is a grandmother 
with a grandchild 14 years of age ? This is what the prepara- 
tions have done for Mrs. Graham herself ” 

Mrs. Graham, as her catalog photograph shows, was no 
beauty, but her whole life was “a beautiful ideal.” 

In the 1935 catalog, customers are told to tell their beauty 
problems to ‘Miss Lorraine de Barker, Sears famous beauty 
adviser. . . . She will be glad to help you with the problem of 
correct make-up if you will write her a description of your 
skin tone, and the color of your hair and eyes.” 
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Miss de Barker is evidently not a grandmother with a 
grandchild of fourteen years, and by 1935, both grandmother 
and grandchild were dipping powder and rouge out of the 
same compact, while the accent is on youth and heaven is in 
Hollywood. 

In the catalog for this year, the enormously pervasive 
Hollywood influence is apparent in the listing of the beauty 
products of Max Factor of Hollywood and a photograph of 
“Max Factor Supervising Claudette Colbert’s Make-Up.” 
Millions of American girls no longer care what the wealthy 
debutantes wear at Bailey’s Beach in Newport; they do care 
greatly what the movie stars wear at Malibu Beach. 

It now takes ten pages to list Sears’ toilet preparations, in- 
cluding such famous names as Coty, Houbigant, Yardley, 
Bourjois among foreign manufacturers, and Woodbury’s, 
Hudnut, and Harriet Hubbard Ayer among domestic manu- 
facturers. There are dozens of lipsticks in dozens of shades, 
including “Hawaiian, Coral, Exotic”; there are eyelash 
growers, eyelash curlers, eyelash cream, eyebrow pencils, and 
eyebrow pluckers; wrinkle creams, face creams, tissue 
creams, bleach creams, and all-purpose creams; deodorants 
and depilatories ; hand lotions ; wonder-working soaps ; bands 
to hold sagging chins ; dozens of hair dyes and tonics ; mani- 
cure kits ; cream rouges and cake rouges ; perfumes and per- 
fume atomizers; powder puffs and endless arrays of face 
powders, including such exotica as “Kissproof powder.” 

We are now as remote from nineteenth-century America 
in the field of manners and morals as from seventeenth- 
century America. Consider the changes in cosmetics chro- 
nologically: 

(1) In 1820, an English traveler in the United States re- 
ports that “Several gentlemen have gone so far as to assure 
me that when a woman rouges, it is considered in this coun- 
try prima facie evidence that her character is frail.” 

(2) In 1859, an etiquette book utters a warning: “Avoid 
saying anything to ladies (while travelling) with showy at- 
tire, with painted faces, and white kid gloves. Such persons 
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have frequently the assurance to try to be very .sociable with 
a woman who is travelling without a companion. Keep aloof 
from them always . . . have little to say to a woman whose 
face is painted, who wears a profusion of long curls about 
her neck, who has a meretricious expression of eye.” 

(3) In 1910, a young girl of fifteen who had bright red 
cheeks was often followed down the streets of Evanston, 
Illinois, by children chanting: “Her mother lets her pai-ent, 
her mother lets her pai-ent.” 

(4) In 1935, thousands of high-school girls used rouge 
and lipstick as commonly as they used soap and water. 
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A FEW years ago when Paul Poiret, the Paris dressmaker, 
was at the height of his fame, he visited and lectured in 
America. Going home, he wrote about his experiences in this 
(to him) fabulous country: * 

At Chickasha, in Oklahoma, I spoke to 3,000 girls 
and I said to them : 

''It is not from fashion journals that you will learn 
how to be beautiful. What have you got to do with fash- 
ion? Don’t bother yourself with it, and simply wear 
what becomes you. Look at yourselves in the mirror. Ob- 
serve those tones that enhance the brilliance of your own 
colors, and those that dim them. Adopt those which are 
favorable to you, and if blue suits you, don’t think you 
ought to wear green because green is the fashion.” 

After I had developed this theme for an hour, I asked 
my audience if anyone had a question to ask. 

Little folded papers were passed up to me, on which 
were written the following questions : 

"What will be the fashionable nuance this winter?” 

Or: 

"What color should one wear for a wedding?” 

They had understood nothing, or perhaps heard noth- 
ing. 

To repair this mishap, the girls’ Directress gave per- 
mission to the pupils of the senior class to parade past 
me in order to learn from my own mouth which was the 
color that each ought to adopt. Thus, I saw file by in front 
of me 1,500 virgins, into whose eyes I stared to discover 
the color of their irises, and I had to say immediately, like 
a seer, the tone that suited them. I said: "Blue, green, 
garnet,” and the young ladies withdrew content. 

* King of Fashion, autobiography of Paul Poiret. 
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You must know that I was fee’d a thousand dollars 
a lecture. You will agree that it was not too much. 

Later M. Poiret, as though unnerved by gazing into the 
eyes of 1,500 virgins of Chickasha in Oklahoma, and think- 
ing perhaps of all the women of the Western world and all 
their clothes, put to himself the mournful query : “What can 
one do against a donkey or a woman’s wish?” 

He might have asked himself a question equally strange. 
What is there in the air of America that causes a small Okla- 
homa town to pay a famous French dressmaker a fee of one 
thousand dollars for a lecture on fashion to high-school girls ? 
And this in a land where, as Henry Adams lamented, “an 
American Virgin would never dare command; an American 
Venus would never exist.” 

Other questions about fashion clamor for answer. What is 
fashion ? Who originates it ? Do women dress to attract men 
or to arouse the envy and admiration of other women? Do 
they dress richly out of response to fashion or out of the de- 
sire for “conspicuous waste”? Do women, for that matter, 
have any sense of fashion at all or are they merely puppets 
of dressmakers? In an attempt to answer these questions, 
anthropologists, philosophers, economists, laymen (usually 
bewildered husbands), and lady buyers have delved and 
probed. At one extreme, Santayana, in terms of reason, con- 
cluded that fashion is “that margin of irresponsible variation 
in manners and thoughts which among a people artificially 
civilized may easily be larger than the solid core.” At the 
other extreme, working from physical measurements, -the 
anthropologist A. L. Kroeber, using as a test case the length 
and width of skirts in full-dress toilette from 1844 to 1919, 
concluded that styles move in cycles of great length, and be- 
cause of their time duration are obviously beyond the influ- 
ence of any one dressmaker or designer. This conclusion is 
confirmed by the observations of the fashion reporter, Lois 
Long, who wrote in The New Yorker (October, 1939) as 
follows : 
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Fashion is by no means the whimsical, wayward, con- 
trary little minx she would have you believe. It is the 
same as the legend of woman’s “mystery,” this fable that 
fashions change like a zephyr between one night-club 
opening and the next. Canny propagandists keep the fable 
alive by creating daily fireworks about a significant collar, 
about a “new” color. (Turkey red becomes a new color if 
it’s rechristened “vermilion au jus”), or about a piece of 
costume jewelry which is as smart this year as it was vul- 
gar last. It all serves its purpose in keeping the public con- 
fused and restless, and manages to conceal the fact that 
fundamentals change slowly. 

Sears, however, is no debating society. It does not care why 
women wear clothes at all or even a particular kind of cloth- 
ing. It is completely indifferent to Marxian interpretations of 
lace-trimmed silk panties; Veblen’s theories of clothes and 
the leisure class leave it cold; Westermarck’s concepts of 
wearing apparel and sexual modesty have never yet gone into 
the making of a catalog page. When Sears looks at women’s 
clothes in a manufacturer’s sample room, it ‘asks two ques- 
tions with the cash register, and not Benedetto Croce, in 
mind: Will they sell? At what price? 

Every Woman Her Own Chanel 

Once upon a time in the United States — from colonial days 
until some years after the Civil War — ^nearly every woman 
was her own Chanel. She bought a length of yard goods, a 
dress pattern (when they became available), lace, embroi- 
dery, trimmings, thread, buttons, and wrought in her own 
way and according to her own whim by hand or on a sewing 
machine. It was expected of every woman that she be able to 
sew; it was indispensable to most women that they should 
sew. There is no place in a pioneer society for women who 
cannot ply a needle. And for more than 150 years, American 
women, save for a tiny minority who bought ready-made im- 
ported clothes, fabricated their own clothing or had it made 
by a dressmaker. During these times, the sale of yard goods 
and of sewing notions expanded and dress-pattern manufac- 
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turers grew rich. But shortly after the Civil War came the 
changes that were to revolutionize women’s wearing apparel. 
First of all, women both North and South began to go to 
work in offices and factories. These women had little time to 
make their own clothes and soon lost their skill with the 
needle or the machine. Second, large numbers of tailors 
poured into the country in the 1870’s and 1880’s and began 
to produce women’s clothes cheaply on a mass-production 
basis. Third, women found, or thought they found, that these 
clothes were cheaper than those they could make by hand at 
home. Fourth, as the automobile, the motion pictures, and the 
radio broke down isolation, women became increasingly sen- 
sitive to fashion and changes of fashion. They demanded 
what was being worn by Greta Garbo in Hollywood or by 
Chanel’s mannequins at Longchamp. The names of great 
Paris dressmakers became household words in Calico Rock, 
Arkansas, and the girls of the town wanted imitations of the 
dresses wrought on the faraway Rue de la Paix by Monteil 
or Schiaparelli instead of originals created by Miss Annie 
Wickham of South Main Extended who used to sew for the 
best people in the county. The girls got what they wanted; 
dress-goods sections of stores withered; ready-to-wear de- 
partments increased almost without end. 

Between 1920 and 1930, apprentices to dressmakers de- 
creased by 2,200; dressmakers (in the home) by 75,000, and 
women’s tailors by 10,000.* 

So far has the once almost universal ability to sew de- 
clined that, in New York, wealthy women of the conservative 
set demonstrate abortively once a year that they still have the 
skill of the needle, anciently taught women of all classes. 
Mary Van Rennselaer Thayer reports this social phenom- 
enon in Vogue, March, 1939: 

Most of The Old Guard cherish the happy illusion that 
they sew beautifully — ^and, in Lent, every one polishes up 
her gold thimble, ready to stitch for the poor. Sewing 

* Source: Machinery and Allied Products Institute. 
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classes are arranged by smart parishioners of the leading 
churches. ... A ten-dollar fee covers the cost of materials 
and, while the members sew or make a polite pretence of 
sewing, there is some sort of entertainment, usually of a 
musical nature, to distract them. ... At the end of the 
session, each lady takes her sewing home. The garments 
are returned with a flourish the following week — ^many 
of them having been ripped apart and re-sewn by more 
expert maids. 


What Every Woman Knows 

The pages that follow record in part some of the struggles 
of American women to wear the kind of clothes they choose 
to wear when they want to wear them, despite the outcries of 
prudish men and women. If clamorous voices were raised 
against the right of women to wear the clothes of their 
choice, quiet voices were sometimes raised in behalf of that 
right. The following quotation from In Maiden Meditation, 
by E.V.A. (a woman), published in Chicago in 1894, is in- 
teresting not only because it reveals a rising point of view 
among American women forty years ago, but because the 
doctrine she preaches has now become accepted feminine gos- 
pel among all classes of women in this country : 

... A woman never appears to better advantage than 
when she is conscious of looking her best. . . . Each 
woman should know that the very folds of her drapery, 
each frill of lace, are expressions of the inner self. ... Is 
it not, then the part of wisdom in women to stand for 
hours before the mirror in adorning this ‘perishable 
body,’ to twist carefully the silken tresses, to guard ten- 
derly the single cuticle that divides youth and gaiety from 
wrinkled old age and loneliness, to puzzle their minds lest 
they should fail to calculate properly the angle at which to 
wear their bonnets or the symmetrical ratio of a tie-back ? 

It is exquisitely absurd to tell a girl that beauty is of no 
value, dress of no use. Her whole prospect and happiness 
in life may depend upon a new gown or a becoming bon- 
net; and if she has five grains of common-sense she will 
find out that love itself will hardly survive a winter hat 
worn after Easter. 
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Men may pretend to like intellectual women, but they 
can pardon anything better than an ill-fitting gown. Better 
a thousand times be frivolous than badly dressed. . . . 

The Rise of Ready-to-Wear 

The development of machine-made clothing for the masses 
of American women had its origin in the miseries of Europe, 
and particularly Russia, where thousands of Jews — ^many of 
them tailors — found life intolerable under persecution and 
fled to the United States. It was wrought by pale, undersized, 
poverty-stricken east-European tailors in New York who 
toiled incredible hours in dark, stinking workshop-apart- 
ments, or in fire-dangerous, dirty lofts, working with the 
fury and persistence of a people intent not only upon earn- 
ing a living but also upon demonstrating their right to live. 

The story of their early efforts is vividly told by Levinsky, 
the cloak-and-suit manufacturer hero of Abraham Cahan’s 
novel, The Rise of David Levinsky. The hero of the book is 
speaking: 

The time I speak of, the late 80’s and the early 90’s, 
is connected with an important and interesting chapter 
in the history of the American cloak business. Hitherto 
in the control of German Jews, it was now beginning to 
pass into the hands of their Russian co-religionists, the 
change being effected under peculiar conditions that were 
destined to lead to a stupendous development of the in- 
dustry. If the average American woman is to-day dressed 
infinitely better than she was a quarter of a century ago, 
and if she is now easily the best-dressed average woman 
in the world, the fact is due, in a large measure, to the 
change I refer to. . . . 

The German manufacturers were the pioneers of the 
industry in America. It was a new industry, in fact, 
scarcely twenty years old. Formerly, and as late as the 
70’s, women’s cloaks and jackets were little known in the 
United States. Shawls were worn by the masses. What 
few cloaks were seen were on women of means and fash- 
ion and were imported from Germany. But the demand 
grew. So, gradually, some German-American merchants 
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and an American shawl Srm bethought themselves of 
manufacturing these garments at home. The industry- 
progressed, the new-born great Russian immigration — a 
child of the massacres of 1881 and 1882 — ^bringing the 
needed army of tailors for it 

Levinsky gives us, too, a glimpse of the hard conditions 
under which cheap clothing for the masses was turned out by 
the toiling poor : 

. . . Things brightened np at our factory. I ordered an 
additional sewing-machine of the instalment agent and 
hired two operators — ^poor fellows who were willing to 
work fourteen or fifteen hotws a day for twelve dollars a 
week. (The union had again been revived, but it was 
weak, and my employees did not belong to it. ) As for my- 
self, I toiled at my machine literally day and night, snatch- 
ing two or three hours’ sleep at dawn, with some bundles 
of cut goods or half-finished cloaks for a bed. Chaikin 
spent every night, from 7 to 2, with me, cutting the goods 
and doing the better part of the other work. Mrs. Chai- 
kin, too, lent a hand. Leaiving Maxie in care of her 
mother, she would spend several hours a day in the fac- 
tory, finishing the cloaks. 

How rapidly the manufactwe of women’s clothing grew is 
shown vividly by a comparison of two periods separated by 
twenty years : 


Value of output in 1909 $ 384,000,000 

Population (1910 census) 92,000,000 

Value of output in 1929 $1,678,000,000 

Population (1930 census) 123,000,000 


Para$.kis 

In 1939, when Queen Elizabeth of England visited Wash- 
ington during its notoriously hot summer, fashion writers 
made much of the fact that she used a parasol and com- 
mented with surprise upon how the parasol accentuated the 
femininity of its royal wearer^ But in 1905, in America, para- 
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sols were almost always part of woman’s standard equip- 
ment, and the catalog lists nearly a page of them. They were 
frilly and sometimes silly but they were feminine and the 
women of that day, conscious of the allure of femininity, 
wore them everywhere in spring and summer. 

The choice of parasols offered by the catalog was wide. 
One might have chosen “Ladies’ Plaid Coaching Parasol, 
made of very pretty China silk, with a puff of the same ma- 
terial on top. Mounted on fancy, assorted sticks to contrast 
with parasol. Plaids will be very stylish this season. . . . 
Comes in either red or blue plaids. . . . Price $1.05.” 

The extreme of elegance and of price was “No. 18C1952 
Ladies’ Parasol. This is a very stylish affair, made of good 
quality China silk, trimmed with two generous ruffles of 
fancy, figured border, sewing silk veiling, closely shirred. A 
very rich and attractive parasol. Large puff of same material 
on top. Mounted on fancy designed sticks, large cord and tas- 
sel. . . . Can be ordered in black or white. Price $3.25.” 

Death of the Parasol 

The parasol, which had maintained a long vogue in Ameri- 
can fashion since the Civil War, came to its end in 1915. Its 
obituary is written in the catalog for that year which con- 
tains only this notice: “Parasols, toy.” 

An Old American Custom 

The shirtwaist seems to be one of America’s few original 
contributions to women’s wearing apparel. It began in 1890 
and by 1905 the wearing of shirtwaists was already an old 
American custom. Throughout its entire regime, haughty 
Paris dressmakers sniffed at it and pronounced the death 
sentence upon it three times before 1909, whereupon Ameri- 
can women sniffed back and bought more shirtwaists, until 
by 1910 New York’s production alone was valued at $60,- 
000,000. 

Responsive to the enormous demand for shirtwaists, the 
1905 catalog lists and illustrates no less than 150 models, 
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ranging from one made of lawn and selling for to the 
taffeta-silk waist at $6.95. Almost every fabric known to 
domestic and foreign textile mills was used in the making of 
this garment, including some that survive now only in mu- 
seums: lawn, organdy, sateen, Sicilian, albatross, nun’s veil- 
ing, linen, flannel, velvet, and silk, while great quantities of 
laces and embroidery for their manufacture were imported 
from France, Belgium, Switzerland, and Germany. 

The shirtwaist was sometimes almost as elaborate as a 
baroque church. For example : 

“This pretty waist is made entirely of fine Jap silk. The 
entire front is heavily tucked and trimmed with lace inser- 
tions and embroidered medallions. Yoke effect. Very large 
sleeves richly trimmed with lace insertion and embroidered 
medallions. Fancy cuffs tucked all around. Buttons in back 
only. Very stylish and up to date. Price $3.75.” 

The height of fashion as late as 1912 — ^nearly twenty-five 
years after its first appearance — ^the shirtwaist began to de- 
cline in popularity shortly before the World War, and had 
completely disappeared by the end of 1919. 

Rainy Daisies 

The short or shorter skirt, like the shirtwaist with which 
it was worn, is also an American innovation in women’s 
wearing apparel, and here again American women were 
guilty of lese-majesfe against the Paris dressmakers. The so- 
called walking skirt, short enough so as not to drag along the 
ground, came into fashion in the 1890’s over the usual protest 
of conservatives. In New York, women organized The Rainy 
Day Club to promote the use of short skirts — that is, skirts 
two or three inches above the ground — and for their troubles 
were denounced for immorality and called “Rainy Daisies.” 
By 1905, the catalog is featuring “Ladies’ Walking Skirts” 
of which it says : 

“. . . These garments are made expressly for convenience, 
and are also known as the Health Skirt. Very appropriate 
garment for rainy day, street wear or shopping and always 
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looks neat. To get the benefit of the walking skirt, he sure to 
order one that will clear the ground by about two inches." 

A few years later, women’s skirts were to be the subject of 
sermons in churches, of resolutions in clubs, of suits in 
courts, and of editorials in newspapers and magazines. 

Wrappers and Silk Jackets 

Wrappers — one of the most grotesquely ugly and unflat- 
tering garments ever worn by women — ^were part of the 
wardrobe of nearly every woman in 1905. Really a kind 
of house dress, wrappers were unshapely, ungainly, elab- 
orate, and drab. The cheapest model made of calico — a once 
widely used fabric that has now almost disappeared — sold 
for 49^. This is a description of the de luxe model at $1.49: 

“Ladies’ Wrapper. Made of fast colored percale. This is 
the well known and well advertised ‘corset fitting’ easily ad- 
justed, well made wrapper. Is neatly tailored, front trimmed 
with same material and neatly stitched. New sleeves with 
belt, wide flounce around the bottom. Cuffs are made with 
button and buttonholes and can be easily opened. Fancy yoke 
in front and back. Inside vest made of cambric, is made with 
draw strings and can be easily adjusted. Colors, black, blue, 
gray or red with fancy figures.” 

Fashionable ladies in 1905 wore short silk jackets or long 
silk coats which sold (in the catalog) for prices ranging from 
$3.75 to $12.75, and at that time it was the ambition of thou- 
sands of women to own one of these garments. Generally they 
were made of taffeta silk which shone and rustled, thus some- 
what relieving the somberness of their funereal black. Close- 
buttoned around the throat, ground length, elaborate, and al- 
most stifling in warm weather, nothing could have been more 
uncomfortable or less well adapted for the use to which long 
silk coats were put: traveling and street wear. Yet indomi- 
table women wore and liked such a garment as this ; 

“Ladies’ Coat. Made of very fine taffeta silk. Very dressy 
and appropriate for traveling or the street. Made with collar- 
less effect, leg-of-mutton sleeves, fancy turnover cuffs. 
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Double breasted front, half tight fitted back, finished with 
pockets in front. Box plaits. Similar trimming around the 
neck and on back of jacket Very high grade in every re- 

spect” 

Plush coats and jackets had been fashionable since 1895, 
and they still linger on ten years later in the catalog of 1905. 
This material which matched much of the furniture of the 
times was made up into plain plush jackets or highly embroi- 
dered garments trimmed with imitation bear, thus making a 
woman who wore one with an ostrich-plume hat a dead ringer 
for Lady Hildegarden. 

The Struggle of the Skirts 

The struggle of the skirts began in the 1890’s and con- 
tinued for nearly a quarter century almost without armistice. 



Shirtwaist Suit with Carpet-Sweeping Skirt 


The popularity of bicycle riding at this period made it im- 
perative to devise a costume to take the place of the then uni- 
versally worn trains which were bound to become entangled 
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in the wheels, and so the shorter skirt was made for bicycle 
riders. This first tentative step in shortening the skirt aroused 
no indignation among conservators of public morals any- 
where except in Boston, but here the attack was centered 
upon the bicycle itself. Boston, which seems to have been 
enveloped in a strange darkness ever since Paul Revere’s lan- 
tern went out, expressed itself through the Boston Woman’s 
Rescue League. It said: 

Thirty percent of the unfortunates who come within 
the field of this organization’s work, have at one time or 
another of their existence been bicycle riders, and there- 
fore wheeling has a demoralizing influence on women. 

Despite this warning against the bicycle as a vehicle that 
would take the rider to Venusberg even if she set out for 
Concord, Boston women continued to use bicycles and short- 
ened skirts. This led to a remarkable discovery. If short skirts 
were comfortable for riding, why not for walking? Hence 
they were shortened again in the form of the walking skirts 
we have discussed, and by 1908 they no longer touched the 
ground. 

Then, from 1909 to 1912, came the vogue for tight skirts 
accurately described as the “hobble” because they made walk- 
ing and movement so difficult that a woman who wore one 
moved with the ease of a hobbled horse. Having got them- 
selves into this dilemma, the ladies struggled to regain their 
new-found, but suddenly lost, freedom, and after toying with 
the wide-boftomed skirt and the divided skirt or harem trou- 
sers, they released their constricted legs by adopting the slit 
skirt and again shortening its length. Sometimes these skirts 
were made of thin, transparent materials which, when the 
wearer stood against the sun, gave the male eye a stimulating 
optical cocktail. These radical departures brought on the 
storm, and it is a mark of the poverty of imagination of re- 
formers and of their own lewdness of thinking that, when- 
ever women change their clothes or their customs, all that re- 
formers can do is to compare women with prostitutes. Thus, 
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Mr. Edward Bok feverishly raved in a Collier’s Weekly arti- 
cle of August 30, 1913, entitled “The Remedy for the Present 
Wave of Indecent Dressing” : 

Whatever may be the opinion of the present indecent 
styles in women’s dress . . . we know where they come 
from, and in view of that fact the remedy lies in the 
hands of every decent American woman. 

Here Mr. Bok departs to blame it all on the French — an 
old Anglo-Saxon and American custom. To the English and 
the Americans, the French are irremediably a people addicted 
to immorality and light wines. In the 1890’s, a well-known 
American ladies’ magazine would not print a short story in- 
volving love outside the holy bonds of wedlock unless its lo- 
cale was France. Mr. Bok continues : 

During the past five years . . . Paris dressmakers have 
. . . shown the steady degeneration of their waning art in 
the so-called “Paris styles” which they have sent over 
here. ... No Frenchwoman of the slightest refinement 
wears these “styles.” They are the hallmark of the French 
underworld that frequent the Paris boulevards. ... As 
Mme. Sarah Bernhardt said after her last visit to 
America, it was a perfect amazement to her to see per- 
fectly decent American women dressed like the demi- 
monde of Paris. . . . They are the creations of disordered 
minds of French dressmakers who have lost all sense of 
art and decency, have become pure commercialists, and 
who, laughing in their sleeves at the American woman, 
are . . . making damn fools of the American women. 

This is known to every woman of the underworld in 
America. As one of these recently said. “Here are a lot of 
girls and women who draw their skirts aside when they 
meet us, and yet are dressed exactly like us.” A walk 
along Fifth Avenue verifies this statement that two classes 
of girls are today dressing exactly alike. A social service 
worker only a few days ago said that more decent girls 
had been approached during the last year by men in the 
streets of New York, under a misapprehension as to their 
standing, than ever before in her recollection. 
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What Mr. Bok did not seem to know or realize is that chic 
demimondaines play an important role in the world of fash- 
ion, and that their respectable sisters simply pant to ape them. 
If he had taken the trouble to step out into Collier’s office and 
ask the typists whether they would rather resemble Cleo- 
patra or Florence Nightingale, he might have saved much 
wear and tear on his spleen. 

While Mr. Bok was groaning over the decline of woman, 
Richmond, Virginia, the capital of the Confederacy and 
allegedly a citadel of gallantry toward all women, including 
those who were human, all too human, was going into action. 
There in July, 1913, Mayor Ainslie and Police Chief Werner 
arrested a young lady named Blossom Browning for wearing 
a slit skirt, and took her to jail from which she was bailed by 
friends. Miss Browning said that her gown was the fashion, 
that she bought it in a local department store, and that it 
suited her taste. The next day she was fined $25 and ordered 
to leave the city. 

The East and the South have now had their say about what 
women should wear, and the Middle West makes its contribu- 
tion to the subject. The New York Times of August 2, 1913, 
carried the following dispatch from St. Paul, Minnesota : 

Asserting that the present styles in women’s dresses 
are not fit for modest gentlewomen, and that women who 
refuse to wear tight skirts are obliged to do without new 
garments, a district board of the Federation of Women’s 
Clubs has started a dress reform which it is proposed to 
make nation-wide. 

Next week the board will write to every manufacturer 
... of ready-made clothing for women and every manu- 
facturer of dress patterns, making an appeal for modifica- 
tions of the present styles. . . . 

Two days later, Mrs. Edwin Gould “returning to New 
York in the private car Dixie, in which the Gould party has 
been making a tour of the West, took occasion to make some 
caustic comments upon the prevailing fashions in women’s 
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apparel, asserting with some asperity that women who dis- 
played themselves in slit skirts and skirtless bathing suits 
were not ‘ladies.’ ” 

Soon business and the church took a hand in the contro- 
versy. At New Britain, Connecticut, reported The New York 
Times in August, 1913, “The slit skirt and hobble and diaph- 
anous garb are things of the past among young women em- 
ployed ... by Landers, Fray & Clark, a large manufacturing 
concern. 

“The management has issued an edict to the young women 
that they will be expected to garb themselves with decorum. 

“The polite hint that they must change their style was con- 
veyed by means of a note each girl found in her pay envelope 
yesterday, stating that all must appear for work in business- 
like and modest clothes. 

“Many of the young women took umbrage at the order, 
while others to whom the ultra modern garments did not ap- 
peal, said it was ‘good enough for them.’ Several hundred 
stenographers and clerks are affected.” 

A favorite theme of preachers is the denunciation of wom- 
en’s clothes and morals, because they afford preachers the op- 
portunity to preach juicy sermons that titillate their congre- 
gations, while at the same time the preachers appear to be 
soldiers in the fight against sin. Bishop Luther Wilson, ad- 
dressing the annual camp meeting at Ocean Grove, New Jer- 
sey, in September, 1913, took for his text the old stand-by of 
the pulpit and the stump — “Pure American Womanhood.” 

“The women of today,” said the Bishop, “are responsible 
for the future of these little ones. Can any true American 
Woman indorse the fashions of today? Women who wear the 
new styles are not representative of true American woman- 
hood. They tend to degrade the small girls who are soon to 
become women. 

“Women in this congregation who leave here will go to the 
big cities and towns all over the United States. It is their 
moral duty to do all they can against these fashions.” 

One lone male voice was raised in defense of women’s 
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clothes during this heated controversy. It was the voice of 
Judge Latshaw of the Criminal Court of Kansas City, Mis- 
souri, who said: 

“There is nothing immoral in the slit skirt, diaphanous 
gown, or any other present form of woman’s attire. Narrow 
skirts and trim figures do not mean immorality, as some in- 
sist. One of the most vicious epochs of society was when hoop 
skirts were worn.” 

This was treason enough, but not content, the Judge asked 
a devastating question : 

“The women of today,” he continued, “have only one idea 
in view — to dress in a manner that appeals to men. Well, 
hasn’t it always been so?” 

After the War, skirts went up again and they continued 
to go up until, by 1926, they were above the knees. And the 
catalog’s skirts followed the procession, carefully and cau- 
tiously, never leading, but never entirely out of step with the 
leaders. Once more women had demonstrated that they wear 
what they want when they want to wear it. And the time was 
to come when the catalog would boldly say that women wear 
clothes to please men. 

Wear the Clothes Men Like 

In 1939, the catalog says of a group of clothes illustrated 
in its pages : 

Picked by the Men They’re Worn For. 

“Men like women in simple, casual clothes. They vote for 
dresses that don’t need fussing with . . . dresses like these 
that will take you from dawn to dusk superbly groomed, 
beautifully at ease, and fashionably perfect.” 

Again : “Men don’t like gaping plackets. They know there’s 
no excuse for them in this modern age. . . .” 

This is a complete reversal of the feminine tradition of the 
nineteenth and the early twentieth century in the United 
States. Feminine allure was then based on the principle that 
women must never admit they wished to attract the attention 
of men, and must carefully conceal the fact that they did de- 
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sire to attract them. Their success lay in the “Oh! this is such 
a surprise” method when the man whom a woman had fur- 
tively been stalking for months at last proposed marriage. 
Under these circumstances, it could not have been advertised 
that women wore or desired to wear clothes that would please 
and attract men, for that would have let the cat out of the 
bag. But now that we are in an era when women may openly 
hunt down their men, such advertisements as the foregoing 
from the catalog merely confirm a practice that is universally 
accepted. 

Romance 

Once upon a time Sears was content to sell clothes and 
clothes alone in the catalog’s pages devoted to the subject. 
As late as 1925, evening gowns were not to be found in the 
catalog, but, in 1939, they are offered and described as more 
than mere clothes — they are the stuff of rayon of which 
dreams and romance are made. In a manner reminiscent of 
the old days of copywriting, when a bit of flamboyance was 
not out of place, and in the language of the smart fashion 
magazines, the catalog lets go in a paean to clothes : 

This Isn’t Just Another Spring ... in This 
Romantic Era 

The curtain rises on a new era of Fashion. A ro- 
mantic young figure takes the center of the stage ... an 
elegant Lady who enchants us with the age-old appeal of 
femininity. . . . 

What does the young and elegant Lady wear? She 
wears : 

This Year’s Most Romantic Gown 

An enchanting evening gown, symbolic of all the old- 
world charm of this romantic era! A gown that might 
have graced a glamorous beauty of the court of Marie 
Antoinette — ^thrillingly dramatic with its off-the-shoulder 
neckline, its boned bodice accentuating a tiny waist, its 
full seven yards of billowing ruffles on a flaring skirt. It 
has been made in ethereal clouds of lustrous Rayon Net, 
a filmy, fragile-looking fabric, perfect choice for this ro- 
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mantic fashion. ... A modern picture gown, destined 
for the most brilliant events of the year. 

This is perhaps the most purple and delirious passage 
ever printed in the catalog, and it was not published to please 
the whim of some unsung Baudelaire in Sears’ advertising 
department. The girls out in the country and all over the 
country are reading fashion and motion-picture magazines 
in whose pages such dotty chat is commonly employed, and 
the catalog, therefore, to convey the impression that its 
clothes are just as smart as those seen in Vogue or Harper’s 
Bazaar, gurgles and coos, even if it does make some of the 
old-timers around the organization sick to their honest 
stomachs. 

It is fashionable for smart dressmakers and shops in New 
York to give names to their dresses as names are given to 
race horses and Pullmans, and, nothing daunted, the catalog 
does the same. Here is : 

“Moonlight Sonata. You — ^winsome and desirable in clouds 
of Rayon Net, your tiny waist sashed with whispering Rayon 
Taffeta! . . 

Or, if you don’t care to be caught up in clouds of rayon 
net while rayon taffeta whispers to you, you may choose : 

“Whispers in the Dark. You — pretty as a picture in a 
formal of Celanese Rayon Ninon agleam with rayon satin 
stripes. Proud puffed sleeves, softly shirred bodice slashed in 
a V, a gay flower. . . .” 

These dresses undoubtedly have their points but the dress 
that is not only romance but the dream of romance is : 

“Waltz Song. You — a dream of romance in a gown of 
rustling Moire Rayon Taffeta. A frilly little Rayon Taffeta 
■evening hat included! Gay Nineties puffed sleeves and a 
sweeping skirt to float you through any dance. ...” 

One would expect that such dresses as these would cost 
what was called a king’s ransom in the days when anybody 
bothered about ransoming a king, but here we have romance 
.on a mass-production basis. “Moonlight Sonata” and “Whis- 
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pers in the Dark” go for $3.98; “Waltz Song,” for some rea- 
son hot disclosed, may be had for only $2.98, including a 
“frilly little Rayon Taffeta evening hat.” 

Everything in the dress section of the 1939 catalog and in 
all America seems to have been romantic, except for a dis- 
concerting lack of ready cash on the part of some people. 
Hence the catalog, abruptly interrupting its hymn to ro- 
mance, drops for a moment into the language of the work- 
aday world to say : 

Remember ! 

You Can Buy Anything at Sears on 
Easy Payments. 

Grandma Goes to Town 

The dresses we have been describing were designed for the 
young, but we are now in an era when all women and most 
men try to look young. Grandma is young, mother is juve- 
nile, daughter has to hold her own. Ever)rwhere the accent is 
oh youth, and in its golden name, women suffer tortures in 
beauty parlors and at the hands of plastic surgeons, diet as 
religiously as Moslems during Ramadan, and puff like The 
Old 97 as they bend their creaking backs in severe exercises. 
Youth worship is as potent now in America as ancestor wor- 
ship in China, and the catalog of 1939, casting its eyes on 
dancing mothers and golfing grandmothers, says to the 
woman who would defy her arteries : 

“Make A More Beautiful Woman Of Yourself In These 
Romantic Fashions Designed With A Young Point of 
View. . . .” 

In the pioneer days, boys of twenty-one commanded Salem 
vessels on long and dangerous trading voyages around the 
world to China; girls of seventeen shouldered the heavy re- 
sponsibilities of wifehood and motherhood in the wilderness. 
Even in 1900, a boy of eighteen was a man, and a girl of fif- 
teen or sixteen was a woman. Now a boy often is not a ma n 
when he finishes college at twenty-four, while many girls 
never get over being girls. The box-oflSce heroines of the 
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movies are young — Shirley Temple and Deanna Durbin. 
There is no place in our culture for elderly actresses, unless 
they are content to take small character parts. The Duchess 
of Windsor, middle-aged ladies said gleefully in the intervals 
when they were not racked with envy, has proved that forty 
is the age at which woman is most alluring. In the drawing 
rooms of the land, wit, conversation, and music have given 
way to games that would have been played in the nursery 
thirty years ago. Across the fields of fox-hunting Virginia 
gallop fortyish women, drawing three breaths to every one 
taken by the horse as they try to keep pace with authentic 
youngsters. 

Grandmas now golf, swim, play tennis, and even have 
bathing-beauty contests. In Worcester, Massachusetts, eleven 
grandmothers, improving on Walter Pitkin’s formula that 
Life Begins at Forty, have organized a lifeguard swimming 
club with the slogan, “Life Begins at Fifty.” And recently, 
just ahead of the great European war, a group of Battle 
Creek, Michigan, grandmothers returned together from Eu- 
rope. Their ages ranged from sixty to seventy-three, and 
among them they had thirty-eight grandchildren, but this did 
not prevent them from “doing” Europe in six weeks, during 
which they went everywhere without pause from England to 
Finland. This throws some light, however, upon the fact that 
while America is filled with widows there are few widowers. 
It is the rare American who survives his wife. 

In a country, then, where the accent is on youth and 
grandma is on the go, the catalog, in designing clothes “with 
a young point of view,” is merely recognizing the phenom- 
enon that this is the land of youth, natural or synthetic. 

The Passion for Uniformity 

If evidence is needed that the passion for uniformity in 
America is at work everywhere and affects all classes except 
the bottom stratum, it is to be found in the page of women’s 
riding clothes in the 1939 catalog. The horse is vanishing 
from the farm but it is coming around to the front door and 
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entering the parlor. The United States Department of Agri- 
culture estimates that the number of horses on farms has 
dropped from (round numbers) 18,000,000 in 1900, to 11,- 
000,000 in 1939. But if the catalog is to be believed, the horse 
that once plowed the farm is now taking the farmer’s daugh- 
ter out on gallops across the countryside, and she goes attired 
in “Kerrybrookes. Because they are smart looking and beau- 
tifully tailored by experts. . . . Because the sturdy fabrics 
stand hard riding and wear much longer than you would 
expect. . . .” 

The decline of the horse on the farm and its renascence in 
the parlor are of recent origin. The horse went out as farm 
machinery came in, but it came back as the country’s pros- 
perity rose. Some genius among the nouveaux riches discov- 
ered that it is easier to enter the best drawing rooms of the 
country on a horse than to sail into them on a yacht, and, 
following this discovery, social climbers climbed on the best 
horses that money could buy and were soon leaping the social 
hurdles that had barred them from the social sets in which 
they desired to move. The cult of the horse, hitherto confined 
to a small group of people, rapidly became as popular and 
claimed as many devotees as Elk’s Clubs during prohibition ; 
horse shows were held in towns that had not had a good look 
at a horse since Buffalo Bill came through with his wild West 
show, and, finally, the girls took Horace Greeley’s advice and 
began to go West where they put up at dude ranches and be- 
strode steeds whose poison fangs had been extracted. The 
catalog, taking this equestrian revolution in its stride, rushed 
into rotogravure a page of riding clothes for women. Here 
are to be found such horsy items as “Colorful plaid sports 
shirts. . , . Brand new Dude Ranch shirt in bold cowboy 
plaids”; jodhpurs; whipcord riding breeches; suede-leather 
jackets, and riding boots. What we thought were the last 
days of that decrepit gelding, democracy, turns out to be a 
fiery stallion with the farmer’s daughter atop. 

We have gone a long way from the time in 1837 when 
Donald Walker, in his Exercises for Ladies, said that horse- 

—306— 



FASHION PARADE 


back riding produces “unnatural consolidation of the bones 
of the lower part of the body, ensuring a frightful impedi- 
ment to future functions which need not here be dwelt upon.” 

Death of a Woman 

For many years, the catalog and dress shops advertised 
clothes for fat women under the euphemistic term of “stylish 
stouts.” Nowadays if a woman is stout she cannot be stylish. 
Hence the stylish stout has been killed and resurrected in the 



form of “the larger woman” ; a none too subtle evasion which 
pleases fat ladies without reducing their tonnage. These vic- 
tims of glands or gluttony are offered “slenderizing styles” 
designed to make sweet Afton gently flow, or, in the cata- 
log’s words, “they are skilful at hiding pounds. . . . Designed 
to make you look slimmer than you ever thought you could !” 

Where now are the pounds of the Baskervilles ? Hidden 
beneath a slenderizing coat. “The coat hangs in slim flowing 
lines that turn you into a slim column of a woman.” Mass 
production has brought to the twentieth century the sweet 
confusion of Anthony Munday’s seventeenth-century dream : 

Into a slumber then I fell. 

And fond imagination 
Seemed to see, but could not tell 
Her feature or her fashion. . . . 
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What’s Her Ineomel 

A survey of the dress sections of the catalogs for thirty- 
five years reveals three principal tendencies aside from end- 
less variations of detail and changes of styles : 

(a) The accent on youth — a comparatively recent develr 
opment. 

(b) The constant tendency toward the dropping of frills 
and the movement toward simplicity. 

( c) The approximation of the clothes of the middle classes 
in appearance, and often in materials, to those worn by the 
rich. 

Class distinctions in dress, which were so common through- 
out the Western World in the sixteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries, were achieved not only by the use of costly mate- 
rials but also through excessive ornamentation. When, how- 
ever, in the nineteenth century, French esthetes discovered 
Japanese culture, a movement toward simplicity in both dress 
and household furnishings began which is now reaching its 
apex. Yosoburo Takekoshi, in his Economic Aspects of the 
Civilization of Japan, tells a pretty story out of Japanese lore 
of which the catalog’s makers may not have been conscious 
but which has nonetheless influenced them. 

In the seventeenth century, when the Tokugawa Shoguns 
closed Japan’s doors to foreign trade because they feared 
that contact with vulgar, grasping Europeans would endan- 
ger the hierarchical and agrarian society of the country, 
merchant’s wives (members of an inferior caste) were for- 
bidden to wear the cloth of gold that could thereafter be em- 
ployed only by women of the upper castes. Whereupon the 
lovely Nakamura Karanosuke, wife of a rich Kyoto mer- 
chant, set out to make her clothes more beautiful than ever 
and yet stay within the law. She called in for advice, not a 
dressmaker, but an artist. He suggested that she wear only 
black and white, and when she appeared in garments employ- 
ing only these colors she looked so dignifiedly elegant that 
soon the great ladies of the court threw away their cloth of 
gold and their clothes of many colors to appear in the moving 
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simplicity of the merchant’s wife. And when Europe, par- 
ticularly France, discovered cultural Japan in the nineteenth 
century (America was content to find a new market), it dis- 
covered also new subtleties of tone and, above all, how beauty 
may be achieved in dress or in house furnishings through 
emphasizing surface and line rather than ornamentation. 
Thus slowly, and through many devious turns and windings, 
we have arrived at a point where materials employed in 
clothes are simple and are simply cut, while the whole ten- 
dency of dressmaking is toward following and setting off the 
natural lines of the human figure instead of denying their 
existence or grotesquely caricaturing them. 

At the same time, the machine has been a great leveler. 
Mr. Bok pointed out with indignation some years ago that 
it was becoming more difficult on the streets of New York to 
distinguish the prostitute from the lady, apparently on the 
assumption either that ladies then dressed like prostitutes or 
prostitutes like ladies. The point is of no importance. This is 
not, as Czarist Russia was, a “yellow-ticket country,” and 
women do not wear their virtue or lack of it on their sleeves. 
What is important is that it is now difficult to distinguish one 
woman of an economic class from another as both walk down 
Fifth Avenue. The fnanicurist is as smartly dressed as the 
woman whose hands she manicures, and, while the custom- 
er’s clothes may cost more than those of the employee, dis- 
tinctions of material, tailoring, and cut are certainly not dis- 
cernible at a glance to the untutored eye. The machine makes 
excellent imitations of the finery of the rich; silk is so cheap 
that millions wear it; rayon is used by all classes; with the 
result that within recent years there has been an extraor- 
dinary approximation toward uniformity in dress among 
all women, and the American woman has become the best- 
dressed woman in the world. 

Progress toward democracy has made amazing strides 
in this matter of personal decoration. Formerly it was the 
ladies of the court who used it most ; today it is the seri- 
ous concern and dearest pastime of all three estates. It 
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was the spread of the use of furs, to take but one ex- 
ample, to all classes (and also to all seasons) which in- 
spired the just description of woman as America’s great- 
est fur-bearing animal. And nowadays no one can tell, 
either by the quantitative or the qualitative test, whether 
a given person lives on Riverside Drive or East Fourth 
Street.* 

This is a matter of great importance, even if well-fed min- 
isters deplore our insistence on what they call “the develop- 
ment of the material at the expense of the spiritual” ; even if 
lady tourists and romantic writers “oh” and “ah” over the 
spiritual beauty of poverty-stricken, disease-ridden Mexican 
and Guatemalan peasants. It has to do with the vexed ques- 
tion of the separation of body and spirit upon which the 
West has always insisted. The case for the machine and for 
the oneness of soul and body is stated by Dr. Charles A. 
Beard in Whither Mankind. Dr. Beard is commenting upon 
the article contributed to this symposium by Dr. Hu Shih, 
the noted scholar and present Chinese Ambassador to Wash- 
ington : 

As he goes about the Far East, seeing sickness that ele- 
mentary medicine could cure or prevent, starvation due to 
defective transportation, and appalling poverty near un- 
developed resources. Dr. Hu Shih cannot look with 
amused indifference on well-fed persons gathered in com- 
fortable drawing-rooms to deplore the materialism and 
black despair of science and the machine. Far from it. In- 
stead of conceding that they may have some right reason 
on their side, he boldly denies the correctness of their 
terms, demonstrates the shallowness of the old antithesis 
between matter and spirit, turns the customary concep- 
tions of the East and West upside down, and comes out 
with the firm conclusion that inventors, scientists, and 
producers of goods deserve the blessings of mankind as 
spiritual leaders, while the mumblers of mystic formulas 
are to be set down as slaves of circumstance, themselves 
fundamentally materialist in their surrender to starvation, 

* Devere Allen, “Personal Decoration,” The World Tomorrow VIII 
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misery, and darkness, called fate. Naturally this will be 
shocking, particularly to those Westerners who, pained by 
the hardness of the machine and baffled by the incon- 
clusiveness of science, seek refuge in one or more of the 
two or three hundred varieties of religious exercises given 
to the world by the fruitful Orient.* 

Style Show at Central High School 

It is a platitude of American life that this is a fashion-mad 
country. All over the land, style shows are constantly being 
held in big towns and little with such variations in elegance, 
in chic, in mannequins, and in the quality of clothes dis- 
played as derive from the greater wealth of the cities. In the 
cities, the shows are professional and smart; in the small 
towns, they are amateur and folksy; but wherever they are 
held, they denote the same passionate interest of women in 
clothing. 

Hotels have found that style shows held in their dining 
rooms during or after luncheons bring crowds of customers ; 
small-town churches use them for money-raising purposes in 
place of the old-fashioned supper or social, and local women, 
single or married, are glad to parade before their fellow 
townsmen in dresses bought or lent for the occasion by local 
merchants. Even the high schools now have style shows of 
their own. The Lynds, in Middletown in Transition* report 
one held there a few years ago : 

“The following from the daily press in February, 1933, 
strikes a high-style note not present in 1925, and exhibits at 
once the momentum of clothing pressure under commercial 
'Sponsoring even at the worst of the depression, and the ef- 
forts of the high school to channel it so far as the girls were 
concerned into the domestic-science classes: 

A style show, from which the mode of dress for Cen- 
tral High School’s 1933 graduation exercises will be se- 
lected, will be staged Thursday ... in the high-school 
auditorium. All seniors and their parents are invited to 

*Charles A. Beard, Whither Mankind, p. 405. 
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attend. Sixty seniors will serve as models during the 
show. Displays will be made of boys’ suits . . . and of 
girls’ dresses in white and pastel colors in sports, semi- 
sports, and afternoon styles. Decision as to the vogue for 
next June’s graduating class is being made early so that 
dresses may be made in the senior sewing classes. 

The circulation of smart fashion magazines is relatively- 
limited, but newspapers with millions of readers print thou- 
sands of fashion-chat columns annually. Sunday society sec- 
tions of newspapers in cities as large as New Orleans and 
Memphis publish rhapsodic descriptions of clothes worn dur- 
ing the week by various leaders of society. Here we learn 
what Miss Waterrene Ethrington Sanderson wore when she 
played tennis at the Country Club; the details of Mrs. Wil- 
liamson Williamson’s gown in which she danced at the an- 
nual Fata Morgana ball of the exclusive Club de Dix Heures, 
and the costume favored by Miss Andrea Magdalena Jones 
when she “poured” at the tea given in fashionable Puyallup 
Place for the benefit of the starving Bulgarians. Such notices 
are read with avidity not only by the women concerned but 
also by all the working girls in town, and local merchants 
testify to their approval of the practice by placing more 
clothes advertisements in the society sections of the news- 
papers. 

Small-town newspapers report every social gathering of 
women not only in terms of the names of those present but 
also in terms of what they wore. The following descriptions 
are taken from a single issue (June, 1939) of the Greenville, 
Mississippi (population 20,000), Democrat-Times: 

A wedding and what was worn by the ladies present. 
First, the bride : 

The white marquisette bridal dress over a sheath of 
shining satin was designed with bodice of row on row of 
white silk lace. The long, full train was bordered with 
bands of the same lace. . . . 

*R. S. & H. M. Lynd, Middletown in Transition, p. 171n. 
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Second, the matron of honor : 

Mrs. Howard Knowles . . . matron of honor, wore a 
tea-rose marquisette and lace designed along the same 
lines as the dress worn by the bride. 

Third, the bridesmaids : 

. . , The bridesmaids wore similar dresses of starlight 
blue marquisette and lace. 

Fourth, the flower girls: 

. . . Rosemary Arnold and Ann Uzelle . . . flower girls, 
wore miniature replicas of the bridesmaids’ dresses. 

Fifth, the mother of the bride: 

Mrs. Sharkey, mother of the bride, wore orchid chiffon 
with corsage of flowers in pastel shades. 

Sixth, the mother of the bridegroom : 

Mrs. Burke, mother of the bridegroom, wore blue lace 
with corsage of pink carnations. 

Description of a luncheon from the same newspaper: 

Mrs. A. D. Simmons, feted Miss Mayers with a lovely 
luncheon. 

The hostess was attired in a gown of turquoise shark- 
skin. Miss Mayers was attractively dressed in a trousseau 
model of linen, with which she wore a corsage of yellow 
gladioli and water lilies, and accessories of white. 

Miss Mayers, a popular bride-to-be, appears at two other 
luncheons reported on the same day as the foregoing. We 
have seen what she wore at the Simmons luncheon. 

Then “Mrs. Alfred Stone honored the bride-to-be with a 
lovely luncheon, entertaining at the Stone home on North 
State Street. 

“Miss Mayers was lovely, attired in a gown of aqua and 
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dusty rose imported linen, with which she wore a hat topped 
with a bouquet of real flowers in shades of aqua and dusty 
rose, and other accessories of matching shades.” 

Finally, she appears at a “charming informal party given 
by Mrs. T. E. Wilson. The hostess received her guests wear- 
ing a sports frock of white sheer. The honoree selected a 
beautiful gown of aqua and yellow spun linen, with which 
she wore a pretty matching corsage.” 

Negro newspapers of the area, following the trend, also 
report the clothes worn by ladies at their parties, and colored 
ladies, it seems, outdo the white folks by wearing not one but 
two costumes during the evening. Last year, a Negro news- 
paper in the Mississippi Delta contained the following note 
of local society: 

“Mrs. William Henderson entertained at her home on Edi- 
son Street last night for Mrs. Cynthia Hays of Vicksburg. 
During card playing the honoree wore a beige sports dress, 
and for dancing afterwards changed into a wine transparent 
velvet evening gown. Delicious refreshments of mints, cock- 
tails, and hot tamales were served.” 

The inevitable result of this endless outpouring of news 
about women’s clothes is the building up of an acute clothes- 
consciousness on the part of all women at every economic 
level. The newsreels, too, carry on the good work, and every 
week millions of women see new clothes on the screen ; Holly- 
wood pours its great volume into the swollen flood of fashion 
publicity; while photographs of what’s what in Paris flash 
continually above the ocean wastes. 

Fashions move through the country, moreover, with the 
speed of lightning, and woe to that manufacturer or distrib- 
utor who thinks that small-town women are hicks who do 
not know this year’s styles from those of last year. Main 
Street, Fifth Avenue, Hollywood, and even Paris are now 
next-door neighbors. Once merchants could trace the peregri- 
nations of clothing styles as they slowly moved from Fifth 
Avenue in New York downtown to Fourteenth Street, and 
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to Main Street six or twelve months later. Now Main Street, 
Fourteenth Street, and Fifth Avenue wear the same styles 
almost simultaneously, with, of course, variations brought 
about by cost and local divergencies of taste. Copyists in the 
garment trade move fast,, style information moves fast, and 
the express moves fast, so that the merchant or manufac- 
turer who lags behind the procession is soon out of the pro- 
cession and business. The very speed of this process works a 
hardship upon catalog dress merchants such as Sears who 
are necessarily faced by a lag of four to six months between 
the time when their buyers select women’s clothing and the 
time when the customers receive the catalog. 

The consequences of the operation of all these processes of 
publicity, of speed-up of manufacture and distribution were 
somewhat drily noted in Recent Social Trends, which said 
that “Men’s clothing is apparently more responsive to busi- 
ness declines than women’s.” Depression or no depression, 
women buy clothes to the utmost extent of their purchasing 
power, while men, in hard times, reduce their expenditures 
for clothing. 

The catalog offers a dramatic demonstration of the enor- 
mous importance of women’s clothes in the country generally 
and in Sears own business. In 1905, its opening pages were 
devoted to buggies, and in 1915, to small items of hardware 
selling at two, four, and six cents each, but the 1925 edition 
opened with women’s clothing, and it has ever since occupied 
the premier place with constantly increasing numbers of 
pages allotted to it. The 1939 edition is filled with photo- 
graphs of models who might have stepped out of the pages 
of Vogue or Harper’s Bazaar. Its language is the language 
of Paris: “inspired by Schiaparelli,” a French woman whose 
name is known to millions of American small-town women 
who do not know the name of the President of France; “the 
pet dress of Paris inspired this two-piece charmer. . . .” 

In a statement made by Sears at the time it issued its fall 
and winter catalog of 1939-40, it was said that “the tra- 
ditional lapse between the acceptance of new fashions in 
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women’s ready to wear, millinery, accessories, as well as 
home furnishings, in metropolitan centers and in the small 
towns and on farms apparently no longer exists.” 

The catalog, “which reflects changing tastes, requirements 
and living conditions of our customers, projects in the cur- 
rent edition a picture of a standard of living which would 
have been unthinkable as recently as two decades ago,” and 
recognizes “a sharpened style consciousness on the part of 
farm women.” 
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I N 1893, The Chicago Tribune published an extremely un- 
gallant editorial. The man who wrote it must have suf- 
fered much at the hands of primping women, because the 
studiedly courteous tone of his editorial betrays the repressed 
impatience of one who had cooled his heels for long minutes 
in the parlors of Chicago, while the ladies of his acquaint- 
ance arranged their “rats” and distributed their “transfor- 
mations” amid the hair they had not bought in stores. 

“Women,” said the Tribune, “should not occupy the dress- 
ing room indefinitely ; from one-half to three-quarters of an 
hour. It is true that it is difficult for a woman to arrange her 
hair in her berth . . . but it behooves the courteous traveler 
of the fair sex to shorten as much as possible the time de- 
voted to her morning toilet, postponing some of the details 
until later in the day or until arriving at her destination.” 

This was mere whistling in the wind, and it is not likely 
that the ladies paid much attention to the editorial even if it 
did appear in “the world’s greatest newspaper.” It is to be 
hoped, however, that the grumpy writer of this suggestion 
to women lived until that happy day when the bobbing of 
woman’s hair shortened the time devoted to arranging it. In 
1893, however, and for many years later, millions of women 
yearned for floor-length tresses such as those shown to an 
admiring and envious country by the Seven Sutherland Sis- 
ters as they toured the land exhibiting their clouds of hair 
and selling the preparations which they said had caused their 
scalps to flower with such riotous abundance. 
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Switches, Waves, and Bangs 

When the catalog — as we have often said before — devotes 
a whole page to an article of commerce, it is certain that that 
article is in great demand. In 1905, it bestowed this acco- 
lade on : 

Our 60-Cent Princess Tonic Hair Restorer 

The bottle containing the tonic carries a label depicting a 
woman literally embowered in hair that swirls and foams 
from the top of her head to her hair-hidden waist. The Prin- 
cess, it seems, was capable of doing anything, and the adver- 
tising copy which celebrates it begins by asking a perhaps 
useful but brutal question: Are You Bald? We are not told 
whether any of the catalog’s customers admitted they had 
been overtaken by this direst of female afflictions, but the 
copywriter goes on grimly with his probing: 

“Does your hair come out easily and gather on the comb 
and brush when you brush it? 

“Does your head itch? 

“Do you have dandruff or scurf and do white, dustlike 
particles settle on your coat collar ? 

“Is your hair stiff and coarse and hard to brush? 

“Is your hair fading and has it turned prematurely gray?” 

If the answer to any or all these questions was “yes,” then 
the need for Princess Hair Restorer was clearly indicated. 
And urgently needed “if you want a head of fine, silk, glossy 
hair, the pride of every woman.” 

The Princess, we are told, at one and the same time, and 
for only sixty cents a bottle (money back if you are not sat- 
isfied), made two hairs grow where only one languished be- 
fore, while it destroyed dandruff, removed crusts and scales, 
restored gray hair to its natural and youthful color, and 
soothed itching surfaces. In view of these accomplishments 
— these miracles created in Sears’ own laboratory — ^we can 
sympathize with the catalog’s indignant warning against 
amateur and shoddy dermatologists: 

“Don’t Send Away to a Cheap Specialist and pay 
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$1.00, $1.50 or $2.00 a bottle for a worthless and perhaps 
injurious preparation. Don’t be misled by catchy advertising 
with baits of free trial sample bottle and fake examination 
offers — such people will draw you in, make you believe some- 
thing awful is the matter and scare you into paying enor- 
mous prices for alleged remedies, when you can get the gen- 
uine, tried, tested. Princess Tonic Hair Restorer at 60 cents 
a bottle, the actual cost of the ingredients and labor of bot- 
tling, with our one small profit added.” 

This warning, incidentally, is interesting for two reasons : 
one, that whatever the merits of Sears’ hair remedy, it is a 
blast against “fear” copy that in later years was to become 
so popular and to enrich so many fakers in the fields of cos- 
metics and medicines ; two, that Sears frankly makes it clear 
that it is not in business for reasons of “service” or for the 
good of humanity but to make a profit. 

Human hair is all things to all people. To biologists, it is 
a secondary sexual character; to men and women, it is essen- 
tial to their beauty or attractiveness ; to poets, the theme of 
song; to Marquesans and Democrats, it is part of the appa- 
ratus of revenge; to manufacturers, it is the source of a 
profitable industry. In The Golden Bough, Frazer reports of 
the Marquesans that “occasionally they have their head en- 
tirely shaved, except one lock on the crown, which is worn 
loose or put up in a knot. But the latter mode of wearing the 
hair is only adopted by them when they have a solemn vow, 
as to revenge the death of some near relation, etc. In such 
case the lock is never cut off until they have fulfilled their 
promise.” And in the United States, good Democrats, emu- 
lating the Marquesans, let their hair and beards grow pend- 
ing the time when William Jennings Bryan should be elected 
President. 

The ladies of 1905 demanded voluminous quantities of 
hair on their heads and, when niggardly nature did not re- 
spond to the demand, they resorted to the stores. Sears im- 
ported bales of hair from Europe and worked it up into 
switches and wigs for women, thereby strangely paraphras- 
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itig Canning’s famous remark: “The Old World will redress 
the baldness of the New.” The demand was so great that the 
catalog devotes a whole page to switches, and tells us that 
“We Sell More Hair Goods Than Any Five Houses In The 
Country.” 

The prospective switch customer was instructed to “send 
us a good sized sample of hair cut as close to the roots as 
possible. . . . We will then send you the switch you select by 
mail.” 

The cheapest switch available was one weighing two 
ounces and measuring twenty inches in length for fifty cents ; 
the most expensive weighed four ounces, was twenty-eight 
inches long, and sold for $3.75. 

Sears’ switches were guaranteed against fading, but if 
one of them seemed to fade on the head or in the drawer, the 
customer was told “to wash same in cold tea, which is very 
beneficial and darkens the color.” 

Many ladles of 1905 must have had the convictions of 
their coloring, because the catalog lists “white or nearly all 
white hair switches,” and they were considerably more ex- 
pensive than ordinary shades, ranging in price from $2.10 
to $8.75. 

The bald woman, or the woman not content with the nig- 
gardliness of switches, could buy a long or short wig, any 
color she desired, at prices ranging from $10 to $18, or the 
very popular Patent Pompadour : 

. . For simplicity, elegance and style it is far superior to 
anything ever shown. It slips right on, is as dainty as the 
feminine heart could desire; it produces the fluffy fullness 
now in vogue. . . . Can be worn with just the ends concealed 
under the lady’s own hair, or may be used in place of the rolls 
and the wavy ends coiled in with the natural hair.” 

Years after the appearance of the 1905 catalog, the Eng- 
lish historian, Arnold Toynbee, stated a doctrine that is the 
foundation of an American business with sales mounting 
into the millions : * 

* Arnold Toynbee, A Study of History, vol. 1, p. 228. 
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This craving for the normal in physical appearance 
(whatever the normal may be in the particular circum- 
stances.) is not of course confined to the single feature of 
colour. For example, in the United States, where the 
physical appearance of the White People is the norm for 
the Coloured people, the Coloured women try to lessen their 
unlikeness from the White women by straightening their 
hair. On the other hand, the White women, who have no 
fear of looking like Negroes, take pleasure ... in having 
their hair curled or waved. Thus, in the same town at the 
same moment, some barbers may be busy straightening 
women’s hair in the Negro quarter while others are busy 
curling women’s hair in the White quarter — in both cases 
alike, for the satisfaction of the universal human craving 
to be in the fashion. 

In other words, parallel lines meet in the beauty parlor. 
And the catalog, recognizing the ^'craving for the normal in 
physical appearance . , . and to be in fashion,’^ lists : 

^^Street Dress Wig for colored women, made of human 
hair, bang with parting in front, the hair in back is 18 inches 
long, and done up high in back with knot.’’ 


Toupees for Gentlemen 

Forty years ago, Gertrude Atherton visited the United 
States Senate and recorded her impression many years later 
in her Adventures of a Novelist : 

. . So, in December o£ that year of 1899, 1 found myself 
seated in the members’ gallery of the United States Senate 
on the first day of its annual assembling. It was a brilliant 
scene; the galleries were crowded; diplomats were in full uni- 
form; women of importance superbly gowned; every seat on 
the floor occupied by more or less dignified senators — a spit- 
toon beside each desk ! 

. I had never seen so many bald heads in my life. I be- 
came fascinated noting the varying tints on those polished 
domes. Some were as marble- white as the Father Christmas 
beards that depended below. Others were as pink as new- 
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born babies. Some were of delicate ecru, Jersey cream, old 
ivory; two were freckled, and three jaundice yellow. One 
was bright scarlet, doubtless from temper, for its owner was 
quarreling violently with his neighbor. . . 

It is perhaps fitting that Senators should be bald, because 
baldness in them is at once a badge of high office, a symptom 
(in the popular mind) of profound thinking, and an out- 
ward reassurance of inward magisterial wisdom. But bald 
gentlemen who were not Senators rebelled against baldness 
as a cruel trick played on them by nature which made them 
look old and foolish in the eyes of their fellow men, and, still 
more important, old and futile in the eyes of the ladies. Here 
the catalog stood ready with the easy mail-order method to 
repair the ravages of nature with wigs and toupees made to 
order. All that the bald man had to do was : 

. . Cut a piece of paper the exact size and shape of the 
bald spot, mark the crown and parting, enclose a lock of hair, 
and state if hair is to be straight or curly. Gentlemen’s Wigs 
are made of the finest selected hair . . . and they cannot be 
distinguished from the natural growth.” Prices ranged from 
$10 to $21, unless one wanted red, blonde, or gray hair, which 
cost fifty per cent more. 



Making of a Mail-Order Samson 

After the expense of the first cost, the upkeep was slight. 
One then needed only “Toupee paste, which is used to keep 
toupee in place, heat and apply. Price, per stick 42^.” 
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Hair Ornaments 

Women’s heads in 1905 were garnished as liberally with 
hair nets, hairpins, side combs, back combs, rat combs, puff 
combs, neck combs, hair binders, and barrettes as a ham- 
burger with onions. It was a man-sized job for a woman to 
arise in the morning and, beginning with the small material 
given her by nature, work it up with the aid of rats, trans- 
formations, switches, wigs, pompadours, and combs into an 
imposing mass of beautiful hair second only to that possessed 
by the Seven Sutherland Sisters. At night, when the process 
had to be reversed, it was again the work of a titan to dis- 
mantle the hairy superstructure, comb and brush the rats 
and transformations, arrange the combs and hairpins in neat 
array against the morning, and rub in a bit of Princess Hair 
Restorer before jumping into bed. 

So extensive indeed was the hair paraphernalia needed by 
the women of 1905 that the catalog lists nearly three pages 
of hairpins and combs, including such exotic and long-van- 
ished items as ; 

“Ladies’ Jewelled Pompadour Comb. Imitation tortoise 
shell, set with forty-two brilliant rhinestones. . . . Very high 
grade. Price 25^.” 



Pompadour Comb to Keep the Rats in Their Place 


“The New Rat Comb . . . does away with the hair roll . . . 
creates a fine, fluffy pompadour for young and old. Price 8?;.” 

“Jeweled Hair Barrette . . . with highly polished teeth . . . 
inlaid with nineteen brilliant rhinestones. . . . Price 40^.” 

“Dr. Scott’s Electric Hair Brushes are recommended by 
leading physicians. A wonderful help for headache and neu- 
ralgia; splendid to prevent falling hair, dandruff, etc. The 
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curative powers of these brushes have been known and tested 
for a number of years. ...” 

Hair in the Second Year of the World War 

For ten long years since 1905, women had been buying ■ 
more and more hair at Sears, until the 1915 catalog devotes 
two pages to hair goods, and warns its customers that “For 
sanitary reasons we do not buy combings or take old switches 
as part payment on orders for new.” The hair switch enjoys, 
therefore, the unique distinction of being one of the very 
few things in American life which has no trade-in value. 

The featured hair on Sears’ shelves in 1915 was: 

(a) “The Basket Twist. This is a real hit. Made of lovely 
wavy hair mounted on neat foundation and braided into a 
fashionable modest effect.” It was obviously the ornament 
of the ingenue. 

(b) “The Handy Single Puff. Just what every woman 
needs for the new style of hair dressing.” 

(c) “Becoming Coronet Braids.” 

(d) “Transformation Band Switches ... of the greatest 
benefit to women with thin hair. . . . Gives the desired full- 
ness entirely around the head, instead of in only one place as 
. . . when an ordinary switch is worn.” 

Gentlemen are still buying toupees by mail, and the busi- 
ness has grown to such proportions that Sears issued a book- 
let: “Toupees and Wigs,” containing instructions for meas- 
uring for a toupee. One enthusiastic customer wrote : 

“The wig fits as if it grew on my head. It is a splendid 
piece of artistic work.” 


Acres of Rhinestones 

Women’s heads in 1915 blazed with rhinestones set amid 
hair purchased in Chicago. The catalog lists and illustrates 
nearly one hundred combs — all of which are set with rhine- 
stones, sometimes to the number of one hundred and thirty- 
five, while imitation tortoise-shell hairpins were set with as 
many as sixty-seven. And inasmuch as a woman might wear 
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a dozen combs, barrettes, and the popular rhinestone-studded 
“question* mark” pins, in addition to a rhinestone bandeau 
around her forehead, the effect must have been that of a 
department-store jewelry counter out for an evening stroll. 



Man’s Last Stand 

In the 1920’s, with the shortening of skirts women began 
to shorten their hair; the boyish figure became the fashion, 
and the “boyish bob” the hair fashion. We have moved far 
from the ample days of the past characterized by double beds, 
double chins, large-busted women with wasp waists, and 
heavy meals for men and women. A few pioneers had bobbed 
their hair in 1918. By 1924, women were moving by hordes 
into the last stronghold of man’s privacy — ^the barbershop. 
The presence of the ladies made it impossible for the men to 
cuss, tell dirty stories, and lie about their exploits in catching 
fish or shooting game; impossible to enjoy a few minutes of 
unalloyed masculinity. They endured these deprivations si- 
lently, however, as is the wont of American men. But hair- 
dressers complained that vulgar barbers were pre-empting 
their expert field, while barbers, in the good old Amer- 
ican way, said, “There ought to be a law” — a, law that would 
forbid hairdressers to cut hair unless they were licensed 
barbers. 

Whereupon The Hairdresser retorted that The Police 
Gazette-^oWvXt^ atmosphere of the barbershop was no place 
for ladies, and eloquently defended the purity of our woman- 
hood: 
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“The effort to bring women to barber shops for hair- 
cntting is against the best interests of the public, the free 
and easy atmosphere often prevailing in barber shops being 
unsuitable to th'e high standard of American womanhood.” 

American womanhood, however, was more interested in 
its appearance than in its morals, and continued to haunt 
barbershops, hairdressers, “beauticians,” or the establish- 
ment of anyone else who could and would cut, shingle, clip, 
snip, or otherwise shorten the hair. At the same time, women 
adopted small hats which fitted tightly over the head, and 
this meant throwing overboard tons of hairpins, hair nets, 
combs, switches, and other impedimenta, to the sorrow of 
manufacturers of these things who saw fashion taking bread 
out of the mouths of their babes and to the distress of for- 
eigners who had given their hair for a few pennies to the 
greater glory of American womanhood. 

But while the clicking of shears and the clacking of tongues 
announced that woman’s hair was being bobbed all over the 
United States, Sears and its customers went serenely on their 
old ways, and there are few indications in the 1925 catalog 
that woman’s head and woman’s hair are not what they were 
twenty years before. 

Replace Bobbed Hair with Bought Hair 

Hair bobbing, strangely enough, opened a new market for 
hair-goods manufacturers, and the alert catalog is on the 
ground to garner the profits offered by unchanging but ever 
changeable woman. It was the fashion, apparently, to bob 
the hair and then replace it with store-bought hair to pro- 
duce a new effect, rich and strange. Ladies who had had their 
hair bobbed were told to : 

“Dress Up Your Bobbed Hair With the Mignon Bandeau. 
Style tendencies in all fashion centers indicate that the well 
dressed woman is now wearing her hair up. This wonderful 
headdress, designed especially to wear over bobbed hair, is a 
quick, practical and stylish accessory for this purpose. Our 
finest Fairy-Touch quality, $3.95.” 
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Ladies with bobbed hair also bought Minerva Ringlet 
Clusters, and the “New Coronet Swirl ... a very effective 
and practical covering for bobbed hair or short ends.” 

Switches, transformations, and pompadours are still as 
popular in 1925 — despite the bobbed-hair fashion — as they 
were in 1905, and the catalog continues to give two pages to 
hair goods. The rhinestone splendor of the previous decade 
is somewhat dimmed, but it gleams fitfully in barrettes and 
in the new bobbie combs and pins. 

Gentlemen are still hiding the nudity of their skulls be- 
neath Sears’ wigs, despite the fact that prices have risen 
sharply in the past twenty years, making the cost of the best 
quality wig $63. The hair-raising revolution of the outer 
world has not yet penetrated the ranks of catalog conserva- 
tives, and, as we shall see, it never became completely effec- 
tive in rural and small-town America. 

Beauty on Easy Payments 

In his Treatise on the Hair, published in London in 1770, 
David Ritchie lays down this doctrine : 

“. . . For such is the matter of the brain, such is the vapor 
of hair arising from it in color, quantity and quality and the 
ancients were in their observations thereon very particular. 
For Aristotle, Galen, Hippocrates, etc., having laid down 
rules for discovering the temper, talents, wit, judgment and 
imagination, etc., of men and women, esteemed the hair a 
principal sign from which they drew their observations. . . 

One hundred and sixty-five years later, the catalog tells 
its readers: 

Lovely Hair . . . Your Aid to Natural, 
Alluring Beauty 

“Meet the test of searching eyes confidently — don’t let 
thinning or straggly locks spoil your appearance. Sears 
approved smart hair styles add charm to feminine loveli- 
ness. . . .” 

Men and women in search of beauty were offered an in- 
valuable aid in the form of Sears’ “New Illustrated Hair 
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Fashion Booklet” “Shows actual photographs of hair pieces 
on live models, including wigs and toupees.” And for the first 
time, elusive beauty may be captured and held by almost 
anybody because “pieces costing $25 or more may now be 
purchased on Easy Payments.” 

There are few things in the catalog — especially those sub- 
ject to changes of fashion — ^that persist through three dec- 
ades, but the switch and the wig belong to this elect company. 
Decade after decade, the catalog has listed them, and in 1935 
they are again listed in the same form that they had taken 
thirty years ago. The transformation is also present and it 
has suffered no transformation whatever, although nearly 
everything else in America had changed in the long interval 
between Roosevelt, Theodore, and Roosevelt, Franklin D. 
By 1935, there were thousands of beauty parlors in the 
United States, and no hamlet was so small that it did not 
have at least one shop where beauty dwelt in bottles on 
shelves or in the nimble fingers of the beautician; millions 
of women had bobbed their hair; others were letting their 
bobs vanish in growing hair ; still others were concerned with 
“setting waves,” making ringlets or curls. But the wig, the 
transformation, and the switch still claimed the allegiance of 
large numbers of women, and gentlemen continued to avoid 
the horrors of baldness by buying toupees and paste from 
Sears. And out of it all emerges a beauty industry employing 
thousands of men and women, producing sales greater than 
those made by a giant corporation such as United States 
Steel. 
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«rT^ HERE ought to be a law,” many an outraged American 

X husband has growled in impotent wrath as he looked 
at his wife’s hat. For some reason unexplored by poets and 
unplumbed by psychiatrists, males who do not know whether 
their women are wearing a Mother Hubbard or a Fortuny 
tea gown are sensitive to women’s hats. 

The usual American method of dealing with almost any 
problem is to appoint a committee or pass a law, and, al- 
though we have had laws governing everything from the 
filing of mule’s teeth to the length of hotel bed sheets, we 
have never had one to control what woman wears on her 
head. The politician with nerve enough to introduce such a 
measure is yet to be born, and even if it should be passed, the 
direst despotism would be broken in an effort to control the 
uncontrollable. In the United States, consequently, where 
women have had to fight for higher education and shorter 
bathing suits, for wearing pants and retaining their maiden 
names after marriage, for the dubious privilege of having 
their votes counted out in elections and of serving on juries, 
their apparently inalienable right to wear the hats of their 
own sweet choice has never been threatened. Men may mut- 
ter for the iron hand of the law, but their domination of 
women stops at the hairline. 

In 1905, living was simpler than it is now, but hats were 
more complicated. The typical hat of that period was no 
mere snip of felt decorated with a simple buckle, but an in- 
tricate high-piled confusion of feathers, wings, flowers, 
fruits, straw, and lace. This, for example, is what the cata- 
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log calls “a very plain but exceptionally stylish hat that will 
go well with any tailored suit” ; 

“This Charming Turban Is Neat and Dressy, $2.30. 
This is a very large turban developed in brown with a touch 
of light blue. The facing . . . overlaid with closely tucked 
brown silk chiffon, same trimmed around the brim with a 



fold of brown, satin braid, caught with hub ornaments, made 
of brown and light blue combination satin braid. The large 
bell crown is made of folds of light blue and brown satin 
braid. Directly in the front is a novelty gilt ornament from 
which two quills are drawn and extending to the left over 
the brim. An all around bandeau completes the trimming of 
this hat. Very pretty as described in brown and light blue, 
but also can be ordered in all brown or white and pink, which 
also looks good.” 

After a glimpse of a “plain” hat of 1905, we may now 
look at some of the more “dressy” hats. We shall never know 
by what inversion of values or through what excesses of re- 
pression, the head of Sears’ millinery department — a fierce 
libertarian perhaps condemned to selling hats — ^was induced 
to name several of his most distinguished models The Char- 
lotte CoRDAY. That brave young woman of the French 
Revolution who dyed Marat’s bath water with his own blood 
achieves — for whatever reason — a New World, mail-order 
immortality in The New Charlotte Corday, a $4.00 Hat; 
Our Price, Only $2.05. 
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But the catalog loses no time in vain speculations why a 
girl revolutionist of the eighteenth century was turned into 
a hat of the twentieth. It gets right down to business and 
tells us that: 

“The very latest hat is known as the Charlotte Corday. At 
present it is the rage of Paris and New York. It is a small 
dress shape with edge drooping in mushroom eifects. . . . 
The very large bell crown is developed in gathered and 
shirred brown silk. On the left side is a wheel silk rosette; 
six brown silk and velvet flowers elegantly arranged in front 
on the large bell crown complete the trimming of this hat. 
This is a hat that no swell dresser should overlook, as it is 
without doubt the very latest offered by the very highest class 
milliners. There may be more becoming hats than this one, 
but we can assure you that no more stylish hat has ever been 
offered.” 

The Descats, the Agneses, the Lewises of the 1905 cata- 
log were the distinguished Mesdames Frances, Rentau, and 
Lemar. These Gallic ladies working wonders in New York 
and Chicago by remote control from their Montparnasse 
ateliers — and in the carefree Parisian manner humming 
snatches from La Boheme as they sewed — contributed sev- 
eral creations to the catalog and America. Indispensable cre- 
ations, for just as we once played the sedulous ape to the 
painters and writers of France and the Continent, we still 
ape the fashions of Paris. On the eve of St. Catherine’s day, 
1905, Madame Frances sent us No. 39C9072. Designed by 
Madame Frances Combining Style and Quality, $2.80. 
This was a fine example of subtly beautiful effects achieved 
through the simple device of placing “shaded silk and velvet 
flowers between serpentine rosettes.” 

Madame Rentau, on the other hand, was made of sterner 
stuff. She seems indeed to have been afflicted with that secret 
sorrow not uncommon to Parisiennes, and which even the 
most casual tourist must have observed in the eyes of the 
mustached, bombazined sisterhood who usher you to your 
seat (pourhoire one franc) in Paris theaters. Madame Ren- 
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tau begins gaily enough, but soon she tosses in a somber note. 
Thus, Design by Madame Rentau, $3.30, was “very tastily 
trimmed all around the crown with mercerized pink satin 
flowers and imported foliage,” but before things get out of 
hand, she adds “a fold of black satin [which] surrounds the 
flowers on the left and extends to the back over the brim 
where it is made into milliner’s loops and bows. The facing 
trimmed with pink silk and mercerized satin flowers com- 
pletes the trimming of this hat.” 

As befits a race of passionate individualists, Madame 
Lemar was quite unlike her sisters Frances and Rentau. It 
is evident, however, that she possessed the French genius for 
clothes because, says the catalog. No. 39C9063 Designed by 
Madame Lemar, Beautifully Trimmed, $2.68, “is an- 
other one of those hats we can recommend.” 

This is high praise indeed, for the catalog, knowing that 
objectivity is a quality of the gods and that in any event it 
was doing business with farmers, made no pretense in that 
direction. And while it attempted to persuade the customer 
by skillful and legitimate use of the arts of description and 
illustration, it rarely, as in the case of Madame Rentau, sug- 
gested that the customer should pluck a particular flower 
from the midst of all those that bloomed in its garden. It is 
comforting, therefore, to find that the Madame’s work was 
worthy of the distinction. The recommended hat was : 

“Strictly hand made on a wire frame. . . . The large bell 
crown is trimmed with folds of black fancy braid. The facing 
is trimmed with black allover lace, same overlaid with folds 
of silk chiffon ruching. The upper trimming consists of a 
long wreath of black satin and black silk flowers. Trimmed 
on the right side with large loops of black satin taffeta rib- 
bon, same ribbon extending around the crown and falling 
over the back of the brim, where it is made into milliner’s 
bows.” Madame Lemar knew, however, that all American 
women were not cast in dark Goyaesque mold, and for more 
pastel ladies she provided the same model “also in black and 
pink or white and pink.” 
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While Sears’ millinery department gave French designers 
a chance to show what they could do, it was by no means 
their slave and manifested none of that scabrous snobbism 
and obsequiousness to Paris that still marks many New York 
shops and their clientele. Nor was it pugnaciously parochial, 
glorifying the American designer above all others simply be- 
cause he was American. It took the best where it could be 
found, and, searching for the best, sometimes grafted Amer- 
ican buds upon a French stem. For example; 

A Parisian Design. Very Swell, $3.55. This was a 
“very large and beautiful dress hat,” for summer. It was a 
cool confection of “white silk chiffon edged with white satin 
braid and white silk hair braid . . . and inlaid with maize 
color satin taffeta ribbon. The large bell crown ... is very 
tastily trimmed with two large American Beauty rosebuds, 
imported foliage and long stems.” 

Our native millinery designers, once they are turned loose, 
display their skill by concocting hats made of materials alien 
to our soil — ^lace and ostrich feathers. The first of these was 
a Very Stunning Creation in Lace and Ostrich, $5.50. 
Its charm derived from allover lace combined with white 
satin-taffeta ribbon and “twelve ostrich small white half 
plumes surrounding the upper half brim.” 

The second was A Becoming and Beautiful Gains- 
borough Effect, $4.50. Here the much-desired Gainsbor- 
ough effect, which made the wearer look like a mistress of 
Charles I, was achieved by the use of “two white French 
curl half plumes beautifully arranged, one on the left side of 
the crown and the other under the facing extending over the 
brim.” 

Mourning Bonnets 


Executive Mansion 

My Dear Madame: 

Your bonnets were received on yesterday. The black 
with colors, I liked very much. Also the black crape. I 
wished a much finer black straw bonnet for mourning — 
without the gloss. Could you get me such a one ? I want 
you to send me a bow of black crape, for the top of the 
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black straw bonnet, exactly like the one on top of the 
black crape bonnet — of the same crape two bows on each 
side of the loup, like the other. I wrote you about the 
veils — did you receive the letter. I want you to select me 
the very finest, and blackest and lightest crape veil. . . . 
Please get the finest that can be obtained. Want a very 
very fine black crape veil, round corners and folds around 
. . . for summer. . . . The long veil I should like to have by 
Friday . . . black and light — ^please send this immediately. 

... I have your money ready for you. 

Very truly yours, 

Mrs. Lincoln * 

Hitherto we have been considering hats for the gayer 
moods of living. But, when death came, Sears made appro- 
priate provision for the conventional clothes to be worn in 
an era when it was little short of scandalous for women not 
to observe the prescribed ritual of mourning. In this respect 
at least, 1905 was like 1862. For mourners, the catalog of- 
fered A Mourning Bonnet Trimmed in Best Manner 
With Fine Materials, $2.50. This hat, while conforming 
in color and trimmings to the somber spirit demanded of the 
occasion, in no way indicated that the widow who wore it was 
so brokenhearted over the death of her husband that she had 
to be violently restrained from killing herself. On the con- 
trary, it was flattering and attractive, with “the edge of the 
brim surrounded with black gathered nun’s veiling while a 
long grenadine silk veil appears in the back. Two long black 
silk ties complete the trimming of the mourning bonnet.” 

Grandma, in 1905, was content to be grandma and did not 
try to look like one of the girls of the Florodora Sextette. 
She generally wore a hat as characteristic as that worn years 
later by Queen Mary of England. It was a “Pretty Bonnet, 
Tastily Designed, $1.65. The crown is made of black hair 
braid edged with jet black spangles. Trimmed in 'front with 
a jet spangled aigrette, held to the frame with a black orna- 

*From an undated letter written by Mrs. Abraham Lincoln to an 
unknown correspondent, after the death of her son, Willie Lincoln, in 
1862. Quoted in Sandburg and Angle, Mary Lincoln, Wife and Widow. 
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merit. In back of the brim are bows of black silk taffeta rib- 
bon through which are drawn streamers of the same mate- 
rial. This is a very pretty bonnet and can be ordered as 
described in black only.” 

The Old Gray Bonnet 

The catalog of 1905 is filled with hats which are described 
as "dressy and nobby.” But even in the faraway — and to our 
tired eyes — Indian summer of that year, living and hats were 
not always nobby and dressy but sometimes plain and work- 
aday. The catalog now ditches its French modistes; drops 
ostrich feathers and jet; throws away its silk and satin rib- 
bons, and turns to a hat as American as the covered wagon. 
It is a hat indeed that crossed the continent in the covered 
wagon, and long before that time had sheltered the pioneer 
head as it bent over the wild-raspberry bushes of colonial 
New England. It is : 

"No. 39C9482. Ladies’ Percale Sunbonnets in plain colors 
with ruffle edge around front. The body is fancy stitched. 



American Madonna 


has a long full cape with a bow at back and strings. An ex- 
ceptionally well made bonnet. This is a better quality than is 
usually retailed at 25 cents. Colors, royal blue, cardinal, light 
blue or pink. Price 15?J.” 

This was the bonnet in its most Spartan form, but, how- 
ever plain, it blazed with color and attractively framed the 
face madonna fashion. It was useful as well as ornamental; 
it was washable, and supremely cheap. At the slightly higher 
price of twenty-three cents, women were offered "Ladies’ 
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Figured Percale Sunbonnets, made of good quality cloth, 
with large full cape. Trimmed with a plaited ruffle on edge 
of bonnet, also one around edge of cape. Ruffles, neatly 
stitched and trimmed with Valenciennes lace edge. Comes in 
light blue, pink, cardinal or royal blue.” 

Plumes of Africa 

Thirty to fifteen years ago the life of the ostrich was made 
miserable by the demands of women for his plumes. He was 
pursued and plucked by Bedouins of the Arabian desert, by 
the Indians of South America, by the Negroes of Africa. 
His feathers, cured, dyed, and curled, eventually turned up 
on hats and fans everywhere. Sears, the ever careful, wait- 
ing until the ostrich-feather vogue had passed the fad stage 
and had become firmly established, then announced : 

We Are Direct Importers of 
Ostrich Feathers 

We Wish to Call Particular Attention to 
Our Ostrich Plumes and Tips 

After assuring the reader that Sears has the goods and is 
selling them at prices lower than “you could buy them from 
any wholesale house in the country,” the catalog devotes 
nearly a whole page to seventy-five kinds of ostrich plumes 
and tips. 


When an Ostrich Buried Its Head in the 
Sands of 1905, It Emerged Naked 


The quintessence of quality in plumes was ‘,'No. 39C3631. 
French Curl Ostrich Plumes. Very finest and highest 
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quality stock, such a feather that you could not duplicate 
elsewhere for less than $12.00 to $15.00. Length, 24 inches. 
Colors, black, white or cream. Price $8.50.” 

For those who could not afford the regal magnificence of 
full-length plumes, tips were available. They came ‘'three in 
a bunch, made from best selected stock. Ostrich tips will be 
very stylish as a trimming this season.” Tips, in bunches of 
three, sold at prices ranging from 30^ to $1.50. 


Aigrettes Without Regrets 

In the early years of the twentieth century, millions of 
birds were killed and mummified for the trimming of women’s 
hats. Fashion demanded that they die, and fashion can be a 
savage arbiter deaf to reason and mercy. A parlor gathering 
of ladies in the period 1900-15, when looked down upon from 
above, resembled nothing so much as the bird section of a 
museum of natural history, made up of thrushes, orioles, 
red-wing blackbirds, the gray mourning dove, the purplish- 
black grackle, the man-loving wren, and the common pigeon. 
Even the Shelleyan skylark was taken for a last ride by 
many a lady of the land, and, thereafter watching from the 
vantage point of her hat with the all-seeing eyes of the dead, 
saw her raise funds for missionaries to convert the savages 
of Africa to the amenities of civilization. 

All God’s chillun literally had wings in 1905. They were 
stylish, abundant, and cheap. For twenty-five cents, one could 
buy “Fine quality soft pliable wings. Nice full size.” Fifty 
cents bought “Extra Large Size, fine quality, soft, pliable 
wings. Can be used for any style trimming.” 

The long-continued and never-ending battle for bird pro- 
tection in the United States has been directed as much against 
women as against predators and hunters. A report of the 
New York State Audubon Society, in 1899, stated: 

“About 150 persons were present, most of them women, 
and fully three-fourths wore birds or parts of birds in their 
hats, a practice on which the Society frowns.” 

But whether' the Audubon Society frowned or smiled, and 
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however many ladies joined it, swearing to stop the extermi- 
nation of birds while wearing their bodies on their hats, the 
“world traffic in feather millinery reached its height in the 
period between 1870 and 1908, and the quantities of plumage 
used during these years was beyond calculation. ... As a 
single example, in an auction room in London, where great 
sales took place monthly, there was displayed in June, 1900, 
in one lot, white egret plumes that had cost the lives of more 
than 24,000 birds.” * 

The most prized of all the feathers of birds were the 
plumes of the egret. This graceful and beautiful white heron 
was a few years ago on its way to extinction along with the 
vanished passenger pigeon and the heath hen. The demand 
for its plumes, which could not be plucked harmlessly from 
the live bird like those of the ostrich but could be obtained 
only by killing the bird, was so great that thousands were 
annually killed wherever they existed in the world. It is dur- 
ing the mating and nesting season that the plumes of the 
egret are at their best, and this fact was sufficient to threaten 
the existence of the species. At other seasons, this bird is 
wild and difficult to approach, but, when the young have 
been hatched, the parental instinct among egrets is so strong 
that they return time after 'time to succor their young, de- 
spite the blazing guns of hunters and the sight of other birds 
dropping around them. As the old birds were killed, the 
young were left to starve or to become the prey of snakes 
and owls, while few remained to reproduce their kind. But 
despite the savage cruelty involved in the taking of egrets’ 
plumes, and despite the strange fact that the feathers of this 
bird and of the beautiful bird of paradise became so popular 
among pleasure ladies that they were almost the hallmark of 
their profession, years were to pass and the egret was to face 
extinction before a Federal law made traffic in their plumage 
illegal. 

On April 16, 1913, a letter addressed to the editor ap- 

* Gilbert Pearson, Adventures in Bird Protection. 

— 338 — 



THE BIRD ON NELLIE’S HAT 


peared in The New York Times. It was signed by Minnie 
Maddern Fiske and George Arliss. They wrote: 

Members of the Audubon Society are deeply interested 
in legislation relating to the protection of birds. Col. 
Roosevelt says, “It is a disgrace to America that we should 
permit the sale of aigrettes.’^ When some aigrette com- 
pany tried to establish itself in New Jersey, President 
Wilson, who was then governor of that State, killed the 
bill that would have allowed this indecent traffic and ex- 
pressed himself in these words. “I think New Jersey can 
get along without blood money.’’ 

The aigrette is torn from the live mother bird in the 
nesting season and the little ones are left to starve. One 
of the plume hunters in a Southern coutry writes: 

“The natives of the country do virtually all the hunting 
for feathers. I have seen them pull the plumes from the 
wounded birds leaving the crippled birds to die of starva- 
tion unable to respond to the cries of their young which 
were calling for food. I have known these people to tie 
and prop up wounded egrets on the marsh where they 
would attract the attention of other birds flying by. These 
decoys are kept in this position until they die of their 
wounds or from the attacks of insects. ... I could write 
you many pages of the horrors practiced in gathering 
aigrettes in Venezuela for the millinery trade of Paris 
and New York.” 

Congress has convened in special session for the pur- 
pose of passing the revised tariff act. The Audubon So- 
cieties support the provision prohibiting the importation of 
aigrettes. . . . 

There will undoubtedly be strong opposition to the 
proposed law ... on the part of merchants and milliners 
who encourage the aigrette atrocities as a source of 
revenue. 

The matter is in the hands of the American women. 

Egret atrocities were committed as ruthlessly in the United 
States as in Venezuela. When a bill seeking to outlaw sales 
of egrets was before Congress in 1913, a film was shown 
which revealed the methods of egret hunters. It was made 
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by Mr. Edward Mcllhenny, the famous bird conservationist 
of Louisiana. 

“Into a large colony of snowy egrets which he has long 
nurtured near his home on Avery Island, plume hunters en- 
tered and from a boat shot egrets about their nests. The film 
showed the hunters pushing through the bushes in their quest, 
showed the birds falling dead or wounded before the gun- 
fire, and revealed the helpless young left in their nests. Then 
there was the camp scene on shore, where the bodies of dead 
birds were skinned for their feathers, and soon a line of dried 
scalps were waving gently in the breeze.” * 

The bill to protect egrets had smooth sailing in the House, 
but in the Senate there was much difficulty and some Sena- 
tors campaigned against it. Among them was Senator James 
A. Reed of Missouri, who said: 

“I really honestly want to know why there should be any 
sympathy or sentiment about a long-legged, long-beaked, 
long-necked bird that lives in swamps, and eats tadpoles and 
fish and crawfish and things of that kind; why we should 
worry ourselves into a frenzy because some lady adorns her 
hat with one of its feathers, which appear to be the only use 
it has. ... If the young .are left to starve, it would seem to 
me the proper idea would be to establish a foundling asylum 
for the young, but still let humanity utilize this bird for the 
only purpose that evidently the Lord made it for, namely, so 
that we could get aigrettes for the bonnets of our beautiful 
ladies.” 

(” Eighteen-Piece Aigrette, brush effect. Length, 8 inches. 
This makes a very full and showy trimming. Colors, black or 
white. Price $i.oo.”) 

Senator Reed, who was apparently privy to the mind of the 
Lord, was a powerful figure in his time, but nonetheless a 
bill prohibiting the importation of aigrettes and many other 
kinds of bird feathers became law — after twenty-seven years 
of agitation — on October 3, 1913. 

* Pearson, ibid. 
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T. S. Eliot evidently did not know the history of American 
birds or fashion-mad American women when he wrote of 
“white birds and tall women,” for when a white bird met a 
tall woman before 1913, it was soon glued to her hat. And 
not even the Federal law deterred the ladies in the beginning. 

On October 27, 1913, The New York Times reported that 
“A feathered headdress valued at $600.00 was seized from 
the baggage of Miss Edna McLaughlin of 60 East 183 Street 
on her arrival yesterday from Liverpool. . . A few days 
later, the same newspaper described another seizure: 

“When Mrs. Robert S. Winsmore walked down the gang- 
way from the Cunarder Mauretania yesterday with her hus- 
band ... an inspector noticed she wore one of the forbidden 
plumes in her hat. 

“Gently but firmly, the representative of the Federal Gov- 
ernment approached Mrs. Winsmore and informed her . . , 
that she would have to remove the aigrette and hand it to the 
Inspector. 

“Mrs. Winsmore was very indignant and said that it was 
all nonsense because the plume was an artificial one, and in 
addition had been purchased in New York. 

“ ‘That must be settled afterward,’ said the Inspector. . . . 

“Mrs. Winsmore went on board the Mauretania again to 
her cabin where she removed the aigrette as quickly as her 
indignation would permit, while her husband stood on the 
deck and aired his opinions of the customs generally and 
those of New York in particular.” 

From the passage of the law of 1913 until 1922, the story 
of egrets closely parallels the story of prohibition. The ladies 
were bound to have their aigrettes and were willing to pay 
high prices for them — ^with two results. One was that a brisk 
business in smuggling soon developed, for no law forbade the 
wearing of aigrettes once they were in the country. The other 
was that imitation aigrettes — ^like imitation Scotch whisky 
in 1929 — ^were sold for the genuine article. Finally, in 1922, a 
Federal law was passed, providing that if anyone offered for 
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sale the plumage of wild birds, he must produce proof satis- 
factory to the Customs officials that they were legally im- 
ported prior to October 3, 1913. 

At last the traffic in birds came to an end with the passage 
of protective legislation in the United States, Great Britain, 
and Canada. The bird gradually disappeared from Nellie’s 
hat and emerged white and beautiful against the dark beauty 
of the swamps and marshes of Louisiana and Florida. 

Hatpins 

In 1905, when ladies wore small mattresses of natural or 
store-bought hair, hats were clamped to them by means of 
hatpins. The catalog lists these useful but potentially danger- 
ous instruments in only their most primitive form : “Round 
Jet Hat Pins, made of best quality blued steel, good size head. 
Price per dozen . . . 3<f.” A few years later, the hatpin as- 
sumed the proportions of a full-fledged ornament and became 
a menace to the public safety. 

The World Hatpin War 

Less than one year before that summer’s day of 1914 in the 
Serbian town of Sarajevo when a young student, Gavrilo 
Princip, touched off the World War with pistol shots that 
killed the Austrian Archduke Ferdinand and his wife, wom- 
en’s hatpins touched off a world-wide hatpin war. And that 
war, like the great conflict that was soon to come, began in 
Europe and eventually engulfed the United States. On April 
20, 1913, the following dispatch from Berlin appeared in The 
New York Times: 

Police President Von Jagow’s embargo against mur- 
derous hatpins came officially into force in Berlin this 
week. Women who are fond of decorating their millinery 
with prongs which endanger life and limb, henceforth 
will be subject to a fine of $15 for the first offense and 
imprisonment for the second offense. Police “spotters” 
are at work . . . trying to catch offenders. . . . The shops 
report a landoffice business in the sale of hat pin pro- 
tectors, which have been named “jagow-nibs.” 
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A few days later in New York, an enraged man wrote to 
the Times, complaining that: 

A friend of mine, while riding on the Brooklyn 
elevated received a deep and painful cut from a hat pin 
which protruded over two inches from the hat. ... It 
began to swell, and at the end of a week his chin had 
swollen to twice its normal size. He was compelled to go 
to a physician who told him that blood poisoning had set 
in, and an operation on his chin would be necessary. 

. . . He has now fully recovered, but will always bear 
the reminder of the incident in the shape of an ugly scar 
on his chin. He not only had to pay a heavy doctor’s bill, 
but lost two weeks work, and for a young fellow with a 
mother dependent on him this is no small matter. 

Soon it was Austria’s turn to fight the hatpin. In May, 
1913, the Ministry of Railways issued an order that women 
wearing unprotected pins should not be permitted to ride on 
the State Railways, and Vienna conductors were ordered to 
put off the trams women whose pins were likely to put out a 
fellow passenger’s eye. Austria, however, as Metternich said 
long ago, was “an absolutism tempered by SchlampereiT So 
the news dispatch concludes with this sage observation. “The 
fair Viennese will probably continue to ride on the municipal 
tramways, whether their hat pins be long or short, and pro- 
tected or not.” 

In the spring of 1913, New Jersey, unable to make the 
ladies listen to reason, in desperation passed a law prohibit- 
ing the wearing of hatpins protruding more than one half 
inch without protection of the points. And even New Orleans 
— a deep South stronghold of gallantry — legislated against 
the ladies. One’s melancholy at this defection from tradi- 
tional Southern politesse is relieved only by the fact that the 
city’s policemen were ordered to be courteous in making ar- 
rests. It w,as an order, however, which may have proceeded 
as much from discretion as from chivalry. 

“Six women have appeared as defendants in two courts of 
this city [New Orleans],” says The New York Times of May 
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11, 1913, “for wearing hat pins that were too long, violating 
a new ordinance. The police made the arrests in a very polite 
manner. Large crowds followed them. The policemen en- 
deavored in every way not to give the impression that the 
matter was a joke, at the same time being careful not to 
offend any of the women they approached. 

“ T beg your pardon,’ the policemen would say, ‘but I must 
call your attention to the fact that you are violating the law. 
. . . Kindly give me your name and address.’ 

“Invariably the woman so approached would smile, take 
the matter good-naturedly, and respond by telling where she 
lived. Some of the women arrested were well known. One of 
the policemen, who is six feet three inches in height, and 
weighs 253 pounds, said: 

“ ‘I’d like to have you understand that it’s no joke to watch 
for those shining points and then approach the owner and 
warn them.’ ” 



The time was now approaching — February, 1914 — when 
the World War would soon begin, but in that month France 
joined the Austro-German alliance , against hatpins. The 
Paris Prefect of Police, M. Hennion, “issued stern edicts 
against unprotected hat pins, yet Parisiennes still cheerfully 
disobey them.” 

American, German, and Austrian women might be kicked 
off trams and trains, be arrested and pay fines, but not the 
ladies of Paris. It was not long before this doleful fact was 
to become apparent to the Paris police, for as the Times re- 
ported a week after the order against hatpins had been 
issued : 
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The police are beginning to believe that la belle Parisi- 
enne is invincible. Twice has the Prefecture issued a stern 
edict against unprotected hat pins, but the Parisienne 
merely smiles, shrugs her shoulders, and goes her way, 
often bristling like a hedgehog. 

To Prefect Hennion was first given the task of rebuk- 
ing careless hat pin wearers, but, although he had become 
the terror of the Apaches, he failed ignominiously to 
bring about the slightest change in the Parisienne’s dan- 
gerous habit. 

. . . This week M. Hennion made a new rule. Since 
the majority of gouged and lacerated cheeks occurred in 
the Underground or in omnibuses, he ordered the guards 
to refuse admittance to all women with unprotected hat 
pins, but the subway guards, who are reputed to be the 
most heartless of men living, proved too gallant. 

Inquiry at headquarters shows that not a single report 
of such exclusion has been made, although in every train 
the deadly hat pins are plainly visible. 

Thus French women, by a combination of passionate indi- 
vidualism and charm, that glorious indifference to discipline 
which is a mark of the French people, and the gallantry of 
subway guards, evaded the rulings of the Paris prefect. 
What is a gouged cheek or a lacerated eye by comparison 
with the necessities of fashion in Paris, the capital of fash- 
ion? 

The Parisiennes, however, who were not struggling for the 
vote or “women’s rights” in 1914, and apparently cared not 
a snap of their chic fingers for either, must have been sur- 
prised to note how their addiction to the hatpin was inter- 
preted by a leader of the woman’s movement in the United 
States.' Miss Harriet Stanton Blatch’s letter to The New 
York Times is highly revelatory of the state of thinking 
among so-called “advanced” women in 1914. Miss Blatch 
wrote : 


In your telegraphic news from Paris recently we are 
informed that Prefect Hennion . . . has twice issued 
edicts against unprotected hat pins, but that the Parisi- 
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enne merely smiles and goes her way. . . . This is but an- 
other argument for Votes for Women and another painful 
illustration of the fact that men cannot discipline 
women. . . . 

Women have never had the advantage of being disci- 
plined by those who could discipline them. Men have 
made laws unjust to women, and they have made laws 
sometimes that favor women, but they have never been 
able to discipline them. One of the leading railroad cor- 
porations declared recently that if a woman met with an 
accident on its railway, and wore a hobble skirt, she could 
not recover damages, but mere man, when he gets on the 
bench and in the jury box, does not seem to fall in line 
with the corporations and discipline the women. The 
Mayor and City Council of a Southern town declaimed 
very brave things about disciplining women who wore slit 
skirts, but the fair dames of the South laughed the plan 
to scorn. . . . 

Women need discipline; they need to be forced, if not 
led, out of their barbarisms, but women never have and 
never will submit to the discipline of men. If they are to 
be civilized, their rulers will have to be the wise and good 
of their own sex. Give women political power and the 
best among them will gradually train the uncivilized, just 
as the best among men have trained their sex. . , , 

In April, 191d — when spring was there with the last April 
of regattas, flowers, and. peace that England was to know for 
four years — the hatpin war reached that country and the 
English ran extraordinarily true to form in the presence of 
this menace. 

Two members of the London County Council suggested 
that the Local Government Records and Museums Commit- 
tee should report on the desirability of introducing a new 
by-law to cope with hatpins. One of the members, Mr. Shear- 
man, said that a friend of his, a doctor at St. Thomas’s Hos- 
pital, had told him that there were frequent cases of hatpin 
injuries treated in the out-patient department. At a large es- 
tablishment in the West End, it was stated that, although hat- 
pin protectors were stocked, women refused to buy them. 
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Hatpins and Nations 

It is both, amusing and illuminating to see how the move- 
ment against exposed hatpins was treated in different coun- 
tries. 

In Berlin, law-abiding German women, in dread of the law, 
rushed out and bought hatpin protectors when the police 
ordinance ordaining their use was passed. In Paris, the ladies 
charmed the guardians of the law who were too gallant to ar- 
rest them, while the subway guards were too chivalrous to 
kick them off the trains. In London, a committee was ap- 
pointed to consider and report on the desirability of hatpin 
legislation — a forerunner of the policy that J. M. Keynes was 
later to call the “wise policy of cunctation” and cause Britain 
the gravest difficulties — ^while the women, in the interim, ig- 
nored hatpin protectors. In New Orleans, the police, with the 
respectful politeness that women in those days commanded, 
arrested offenders somewhat nervously, not only because the 
offenders were women but also because police officers fre- 
quently lose their jobs for applying the law to important per- 
sons in the community. At the same time, the spectacle of a 
six-foot policeman with large crowds following him as he 
begged a woman’s pardon for arresting her appealed to the 
American sense of humor and made of an incident that would 
seem serious in Europe merely a little comedy played out on 
the streets. 

The whole hatpin controversy came to an end in Europe 
in 1914. Eyes then began to be gouged out by bayonets and 
high explosives. And to America, shortly, came bobbed hair- 
and the end of hatpins. 


Wartime Plumes 

The War in Europe brought a boon to millions of ostrich- 
plume lovers in the United States. The catalog for 1915 an- 
nounces All Plume Prices Smashed and then tells us why. 

“Disturbed market conditions,” it says, “had caused a sud- 
den drop in plume prices, and, for a few weeks, the prices 
stood at the lowest levels in twenty- five years. We took im- 
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mediate advantage of this sudden flurry and bought an im- 
mense stock of our regular high-grade quality plumes. We 
now give you all the benefit of this big saving. . . .” 

Fortunate America ! High prices for wheat and low prices 
for ostrich plumes. Both the demand and Sears’ stock of 
plumes must have been immense, for the catalog devotes two 
pages to them. So firmly established was the vogue for 
plumes at the time that a promise of their popularity in per- 
petuity is given. “A fine plume,” we are told, “never goes out 
of style. It is the only trimming in the millinery world which 
is considered staple and always in good taste.” Plumes, then, 
were like money in the bank. But in the catastrophic years 
that were to come, neither money in the bank nor the plume 
was to be safe. 

The craft of dyeing had evidently made great strides since 
1905 when plumes were produced in only a few simple colors. 
Now one can wear a feathered rainbow by buying Beauti- 
ful Colored Plumes. All of Fashion’s Favorite Shapes. 

“No other trimming,” says the catalog, “lends as much 
charm and beauty to a hat as a richly colored plume. These 
have the Medallion Spot style of shading, which is a big 
favorite. The lighter shade in the center of the head blends 
in a charming effect with the darker part on the outside. Fur- 
nished in the following colors : 

“American beauty red with Nell rose spot; mahogany 
color with pink spot; emerald green with nile green spot; or 
tango color with deep cream spot.” 

The hats of 1915 are smaller than those in 1905, made of 
velvet or silk plush, and those “for dressy wear,” almost in- 
variably topped off with a plume or two. Trimmed Hats 
With Style were in the manner of No. 78D9002: 

“Charming hat made entirely of silk velvet. . . . Beauti- 
fully curled band of fine quality ostrich laid around crown 
and over upper brim. Trimming ornament has ostrich rosette 
with six curved striped quills, called whips. Price, $3.98.” 

One passes with a shock of surprise — so great is the con- 
trast — ^from the elaborate ostrich and plush confections to 
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a severe, new kind of hat evidently designed for a new kind 
of woman who is wearing “Good Felt Hats.” These depend 
for ornamentation only upon a simple buckle or a piece of 
ribbon around the crown, and sell for prices ranging from 
98 cents to $2.48. 

In the same manner of simplicity are High Grade Gen- 
uine Beavers. Rich Looking Low Priced Hats. They 
seemed to be so firmly established in fashion’s favor that the 
catalog ventured upon a prediction which time was to prove 
rash: “We consider beavers a staple millinery article, just as 
we consider an ostrich plume a staple article. They are al- 
ways in good taste.” 


Plumes Pass 

The catalog, which so confidently predicted in 1915 that “a 
fine plume never goes out of style,” lists one mere wisp of an 
ostrich tip in 1925. Since that time, ostrich growers, aided by 
Paris milliners and a corps of press agents with large sums 
of money at their disposal, have tried in vain to make women 
wear plumes again. But the ostrich goes about today shed- 
ding its feathers on the desert air in its native habitats, or 
kicking up its heels for the benefit of visitors to zoos. Mil- 
liners long ago handed it back to naturalists. 

In 1925, Sears employed a millinery fashion arbiter, 
known to posterity only as Pauline, who ventured to tell the 
ladies what was what in hats for the season. She says : 

“Most heartily do I urge every woman who desires to keep 
in style to include in her wardrobe a hat of satin. Fashion has 
been most generous to satin ; it is not confined to a short sea- 
son in spring, summer, fall or winter. Satin hats are seen 
during all months in the smart style centers. They are very 
popular for wear with a suit or a coat; and there is no ma- 
terial more pleasing and altogether correct for evening wear 
with a dress than satin. . . 

Pauline was not a lady to be caught off base. When mere 
men ran Sears’ millinery department, they were likely to 
make rash prophecies about the enduring style qualities of 
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plumes or beaver hats, but Pauline, with feminine conserva- 
tism, played safe. “There is,” she says, “no one material that 
is 'it’ for this fall. Style leaders are wearing felts, both fanci- 
fully trimmed and tailored, the lovely ribbon hats, hats of vel- 
vet and combinations of silk and satin and velvet, and of 
satin which is good all year around. Trimmings this fall are 
of flowers, ribbons and fancy feathers, in all the new stylish 
colors.” 


Silk Roses amid Crushed 
Velvet — A Neat Little Number 
in 1915 


It is common experience among merchants that if an arti- 
cle will not sell for $1 it may sell for $1.50, because buying is 
frequently done not on value but on price. Thus if two shirts 
are put in a shopwindow, one with a red label priced at $1 
and one with a blue label at $1.50, a large percentage of buy- 
ers will walk into the shop and buy the blue-label shirt with- 
out even asking to look at the red label. Why should they? 
A shirt at $1.50 simply must be better quality than one at a 
dollar. 

Pauline, knowing this propensity of buyers, therefore ad- 
dresses a few words on the subject to the ladies. 

“Many Women Write Me,” she says, “and ask if we 
have some 'more expensive hats’. They say they always pay 
from $10 to $15 for hats, and they wonder how it is possible 
to offer hats that are good style and quality at our low prices. 
Now I am sure all of you know that a high price does not 
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make a stylish hat. Is it not true that among our friends there 
is always a ‘Mrs. Brown’ who can take a $2 shape and $1 
worth of ribbon and make a hat which looks more stylish 
than one which was made for ‘Mrs. Jones’ for $25 ? The price 
does not decide. Sears-Roebuck . . . sell on value — not making 
a charge for style. . . . Order and convince yourself.” 

Following this blunt dissertation addressed to the large 
group who do not know how to differentiate between value 
and price, the catalog turns to the rescue of another large 
group : the fat women of the land. It is a striking paradox of 
American life that a depression-ridden country should have 
so many fat men and women, for in those lands — China, 
Japan, Arabia, and others — where food is not abundant, only 
the rich are fat. Not only do we have great numbers of fat 
people but they spend millions of dollars annually trying to 
become thin. 

Typical of the Extra Large Sizes for Stouts offered by 
the 1925 catalog is No. 78D8165 : 

“This unusual style keeps the same youthful appearance 
that a small size represents, and looks equally as smart. Made 
of alternating sections of silk faced velvet and good grade 
Rayon [artificial silk] taffeta. Inside brim is velvet. Hand- 
some flower applique of shaded novelty ribbon outlined with 
effective embroidery stitches. . . .” 

Go West, Yoong Woman 

In the fashion world of 1905, Paris was the first word and 
the last in the buying and selling of women’s clothes. Thirty 
years later (1935), fashion — certainly popular mail-order 
fashion — ^looks to Hollywood. Europe, in fact, has long been 
grumbling that it is being Americanized with cocktails, ice 
water, chewing gum, Coca-Cola, bathtubs, quick lunches, and 
above all, the motion pictures of the United States. The 
screen and the shadows that flit across it have captivated 
America and now exercise a prodigious influence on Ameri- 
can life, including fashions. In this changing world, poor Ma- 
dame Rentau, the great French modiste of the 1905 catalog, 
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has been forced into retirement at her villa near Cannes; 
Pauline, the fashion arbiter of 1925, is running a beauty 
parlor at South Bend, and Adrienne Ames — ^Autographed 
Hollywood Fashions — ^becomes the girl’s guide. The cata- 
log tells us that: 

“Adrienne Ames is clever ! She puts her autograph on one 
of the most important, best liked felt hats for Fall! And she 
wears it in a very fine quality felt. . . . She knows there’s 
nothing smarter than the casual easy lines of the brim, that 
turns down in front, up in back, the jaunty, soft crease in 
the crown. And she’s right! Sears customers get the benefit 
of her fashion judgment !” 

This paragraph, as peppered with exclamation points as 
rye bread with caraway seed, strikes the mood for the 1935 
presentation of hats. It reveals America as a country where 
people may, perhaps, die but in which there are no middle- 
aged or elderly persons. The people of the country and their 
hats are “young.” Youth must be served, agrees the catalog, 
and at the lowest price that will bring the greatest volume of 
profitable business. 

Thus No. 78K6245 is “A young hat that fits large head- 
sizes, too ! Just a single natural crease in the crown, jabbed 
with a gay quill.” 

And No. 78K6230 is certainly the last word in chic because 
it was “Copied from a style worn by Kay Francis !” Now you 
have the opportunity to dress and look like her for only $1.69. 

One looks in vain for dear old Grandma and her poke bon- 
net that endured for nigh on to thirty year. Both have van- 
ished from the catalog, and Grandma, if she is living at all, 
would not be found dead in that old hat. 

It was smart to be horsy in 1935. All over the land, fat- 
bellied men and big-bottomed women were jogging heavily 
along the bridle paths of city parks on hired nags as ancient 
as those slaughtered in Spanish bull rings. Northern Virginia 
was undergoing a second Yankee invasion and rich New 
York Gauchos were falling off horses where Virginian gen- 
tlemen once rode. None of this was lost on the catalog, which 
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grouped a large number of hats under the general heading: 

Grand National Favorites. Those Jaunty Felts 
With Creased Crowns and Bright Feathers! Right for 
Everyone ! 

1935 was the year, too, of the beret The national headgear 
of the mysterious Basques became the fashionable hat of the 
American woman. The catalog pictures dozens of berets and 
describes them in language that is already obsolete : 

“What luck! To think you can enjoy this young, new peppy 
fashion, etc.” And then in a distinctly uncatalogish gurgling 
burst: “Look lovely and angelic in this brand new off-the- 
face beret.” 


Ostrich Redivivus 

It appears that, after all, woman’s face and woman’s fig- 
ure which have gone through so many transformations in 
thirty years are about to go through another metamorphosis 
and emerge in the feminine likeness of 1915. In June, 1939, a 
fashionable New York store — Saks Fifth Avenue — pub- 
lished this advertisement : 

Saks Fifth Avenue 
says 

Watch Ostrich 
it’s due for a revival 

“Back to curves and hips and bustles ! Back to the frankly 
feminine figure! Back to the elegance of pre-war days. That’s 
the current trend in fashion. And we forecast a big revival 
for ostrich — surely the prettiest, most flattering, most allur- 
ing feminine fashion that Art and Nature ever devised.” 

If ostrich does come back. Sears’ task will be simple. It will 
merely have to buy some plumes and dig up its catalog copy 
of 1915 so similar to that employed by Saks Fifth Avenue in 
1939. 
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16 ■ WHENAS IN SILK STOCKINGS 


F oreigners traveling in the United States have recently- 
had a ne-w marvel to write about along with the New 
York skyline, our gulp-and-gallop lunch counters, the won- 
ders of Hollywood, the mysteries of our politics, and the 
American missionary attitude toward Europe. It is the silk- 
stockinged legs of American women. Elsewhere there are 
wonders of architecture matching or exceeding those of our 
skyscrapers; the mysteries of European politics are as 
strange to us as our politics are to Europeans, and Europe 
even assumes the missionary pose when it serves its purposes. 
It may even be conceded that elsewhere one may find wom- 
en’s legs matching or exceeding in beauty the legs of Ameri- 
can women, but nowhere else do so many women’s legs move 
to work and to play in silk. And if ever the barricades should 
be erected in the streets of our cities, a diligent press, pas- 
sionate for the reporting of records, will say that this is the 
first revolution marked by the presence of great quantities of 
silk hosiery; let the runs come when they may and go where 
they list. 

Soviet Russia showed a newsreel to its citizens in 1933. 
It was made in America and pictured long lines of people 
standing before soup kitchens. The obvious purpose, of 
course, was to demonstrate to the comrades the distress of 
the people of a rich democracy. After a few showings, the 
reel was abruptly withdra-wn. The comrades were mumbling 
in their beards. “If the unemployed in America are so well 
dressed,” they said, “what must be the condition of those who 
have jobs.” 
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In the United States, more than in any other country of 
the world, women’s apparel tends to approach that of a class- 
less society; here the luxuries of other nations are common 
necessaries. Nowhere is this fact more sharply demonstrated 
than in the case of silk stockings, whose phenomenal increase 
in use during the past twenty years is clearly marked in the 
catalog’s pages. 


When Silk Stockings Were a Luxury 

One looks in vain for mention of silk hosiery in the 1905 
catalog. At that time, it was the luxury of a few women who 
brought silk stockings home from Europe, or bought them 
at high prices in America. 

The overwhelming majority of women who shopped for 
stockings, in the catalog or elsewhere, contented themselves 
with black cotton or lace stockings selling at prices ranging 
(at Sears) from ten cents for a pair of plain stockings to 
forty cents for a pair of silk embroidered on cotton. These 
stockings were coarse, thick, ill-fitting, clumsy around the 
toes, sleazy, and became a bilious green black after a few 



This Is What the Long Skirts of 1905 Kept the World 
from Seeing 


trips to the washtub. They were as devoid of allure and sex 
appeal as a damp fish, but this was of no importance because 
the skirts of the times were long and the shoes were high, and 
if amateur Casanovas watched skirts fly in the wind that 
whistled around the Flatiron Building in New York, or 
caught a glimpse of an ankle as a lady ascended the steps of 
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a streetcar in a small town, this was thrill enough without the 
beauty of silk. 

lu any event, women contented themselves with cotton stock- 
ings until the beginning of the World War, when skirts and 



wages went up together, and the greatest cotton-growing 
country in the world became the largest silk-consuming coun- 
try on earth. War, that grim phenomenon whose mysteries 
no man fully understands, works strange wonders in the field 
of fashion and wearing apparel as it does in so many other 
fields more important to the life of man, but it is enough to 
note here that Government buying of hosiery during the Civil 
War forced the development of our hosiery industry, and the 
World War precipitated the rise in the use of silk stockings. 
The cold figures are that from 1914 to 1923 American pro- 
duction of cotton hose decreased 6.17 per cent, while during 
the same period there was an increase of 26.77 per cent in 
silk hosiery and of about 417 per cent in hosiery made of 
rayon and mixed fibers. 

Legs Come Out of Hiding 

Shortly after the beginning of the World War, the legs of 
American women began to come out of their seclusion, and 
made their first public appearance in stockings of silk or arti- 
ficial silk — ^as rayon was then called. The beginnings of the 
emerging of legs from hiding and of the stockings in which 
they were encased were modest enough. The catalog lists only 
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two styles of full-fashioned silk stockings. They were heavy 
in weight and therefore lacking in sheerness; their prices 
were $1 and $1.37 a pair, and the only color available was 
black. These were luxury models. Women shopping for 
cheaper stockings bought, at eighty-eight cents a pair, ho- 


Advertising — and Women — Grow Bolder in 1910 


siery with cotton tops and a silk body, or artificial-silk stock- 
ings at prices ranging from twenty-four cents to forty-six 
cents a pair. 

In 1915, millions of American women in the cities as well 
as in the small towns and on the farms tried to dress warmly 
in winter; the time had not yet come when they would go 
about in freezing temperatures attired in a' few ounces of 
silk or rayon, while their husbands, bundled up to the ears, 
impotently grumbled, “YouTe crazy to dress like that.” At 
this period, women wore black, ribbed mixed-wool-and- 
cotton stockings, warm, shapeless, heavy, ugly, and cheap, at 
twenty-five cents a pair ; black pure-wool stockings, bulky and 
unattractive, at forty cents a pair; and even bulkier and 
uglier fleece-lined cotton stockings, at fifteen or twenty cents 
a pair. Neither silk hosiery nor rayon hosiery had yet 
achieved general acceptance among the masses. 
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Gertie’s Garter— a Factor in Production 

During the prosperous years 1919-28, the demand for silk 
hosiery became so great that production rose by 250 per cent, 
and this despite the fact that silk stockings, measured by to- 
day’s prices, were high. The 1925 catalog features one num- 
ber at $1.89 a pair, and it was by no means made entirely of 
silk, because its soles and heels were cotton as were those of 
all the other silk stockings in the catalog for that year. White, 
black, and brown are popular colors, and indeed these are all 
the colors except champagne, peach, and gray. 

At this period, hosiery manufacturers began to cope with 
the problem of preventing Gertie’s garter from destroying 
Gertie’s expensive silk stockings by making “runs” in them. 
At home, Gertie would dress to go out for a party, put on a 
pair of round garters or attach her stockings to the garters 
on her girdle, and, while bending over to kiss Grandma good- 
by, would often at the same time say an unwitting farewell 
to her stockings as they gave way under the strain. And this 
was a serious matter to Gertie, because stockings cost from 
one to two dollars, yet runs or no runs, expense or no expense, 
she would not be found dead in cotton or wool hosiery. 
Whereupon manufacturers began to tinker with devices that 
would stop runs — ravel stops, garter stripes, reinforcements 
of fabric — ^but the runs have not been stopped and Gertie 
wears silk stockings just the same. Years ago, the wife of a 
workingman with an income of $1,600 a year told the Lynds 
a fact of American life which they reported in their Middle- 
town: 

“No girl can wear cotton stockings to high school. Even 
in winter my children wear silk stockings with lisle or imita- 
tions underneath.” 

If silk is a luxury, then we are obviously the most luxury- 
loving people on earth, enjoying an unprecedented mass dis- 
tribution of at least this one item among the people. By 1929, 
we had achieved the astonishing feat of taking eighty-five 
per cent of total world deliveries of silk to mills — about half 
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of which went into hosiery — and by 1930, American manu- 
facturers were producing 300,000,000 pairs of silk stockings 
in a single year. American women literally lived, played, and 
slept in silk. 


Technology Rescues Gertie 

In all probability, Gertie had never heard the word tech- 
nology; the Mitsui and Mitsubishi families of Japan would 
have struck her as just so much chop suey; the development 
of rayon from cellulose was a story that would have bored 
her; labor troubles in the North resulting in the migration of 
silk-hosiery mills to the cheaper nonunion labor areas of the 
South was a tale she had never heard, and Joan Crawford’s 
make-up naturally interested her more than technical im- 
provements in hosiery-knitting machines. Yet all these things 
played a part in enabling Gertie to buy her silk stockings for 
less money. The price drop may be graphically shown : 

The average retail price for silk stockings during the pe- 
riod 1923-28 was $1.51 a pair. 

The average retail price for silk stockings during the pe- 
riod 1933-38 was $0.91 a pair. 

These are catalog prices, but, wherever Gertie bought her 
stockings in the latter period, she bought them for about 
sixty cents a pair less than in the earlier period. Whether she 
saved money in the long run (no pun intended) is doubtful, 
because, as time passed, Gertie wanted her stockings sheerer 
and sheerer, transparent and yet more transparent, until they 
finally became wisps of silk gossamer so finely spun that 
Gertie’s legs seemed bare. And it was obviously impossible 
that such a fragile fabric should be able to withstand the 
stresses and strains of walking, dancing, or bending in the 
normal course of living. But this was of no importance. 
Gertie wanted her legs to look as beautiful as possible, and 
the sheerer the stockings the greater the beauty. 

The 1935 catalog seems to think that Gertie desired the 
stockings worn by Hollywood stars — a thought well founded 
in reality — and consequently it offers her “Royal Purple 
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Chiffons Autographed and Worn in Hollywood by Loretta 
Young.” What was good enough for Loretta Young was the 
height of perfection to Gertie Smith, The copy lays stress not 
on the wearing qualities of these stockings, for by now no- 
body expects stockings to wear, but on their sheerness — the 
indispensable quality that no one would do without. 

“Lovely full fashioned chiffons, luxuriously fine in texture 
and finish. That’s why Loretta Young chose them! Now 
finer-gauge; sheerer; flawless, ringfree. , . .” 

Note too that these stockings differ sharply from those of 
1915 and 1925, not only in the fact that they are gossamer 
thin as opposed to the heavier fabrics of the earlier stockings, 
but they contain no cotton at all. “All silk even to the picoted 
double tops, shadow welts, the reinforced French heels and 
sandal soles'. . . .” 

Yet Gertie paid only ninety-four cents for a pair of these 
stockings, or about half the price she had paid ten years be- 
fore. All unknowing to Gertie, the complicated machinery of 
the modern world had been at work behind the scenes to 
lower the price of silk hosiery for her especial benefit. 

First of all, raw silk dropped in price. As a nation, we went 
from silk in 1929 to sackcloth and ashes by 1932. There had 
been a time when we had worn silk regardless of price ; now 
the time had come when we could afford it only at a low price. 
If we could not afford to buy silk, the Japanese could not 
afford to keep their silk crops at home, although they once 
tried silk control as we are now trying agricultural crop con- 
trol. Raw silk is Japan’s most important export and doubly 
important because it requires no imported raw materials to 
finish it for foreign markets ; also it brings her a hundred per 
cent return of badly needed foreign exchange. Japan was 
therefore driven to sell her silk to us, who are the world’s 
largest buyers, and to sell it at lowered prices. Even if this 
had not been sufficient compulsion, another powerful force 
was at work that inevitably drove down silk prices. That 
force was rayon. Cheaper than silk and, as technology im- 
proved it, highly competitive with silk, rayon decreed that silk 
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must come down in price or dwindle to unimportance in the 
world market. Silk came down; invention and depression 
worked to make Gertie’s stockings cheaper and to enable her 



Putting Their Best 
Legs Foremost 


to buy more pairs of gossamer hosiery to match or contrast 
with each of her costumes. 

Technology again gave Gertie a helping hand in producing 
superior knitting machines which now enable one operator 
to turn out ninety-six pairs as against seventy-two pairs dur- 
ing the period 1923-31. And wages came down. The silk- 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


hosiery knitter who got $60 a week in 1923-28 got $50 a week 
after the depression, while producing more pairs of stockings 
per day than ever before. And because millions of women 
wear silk hosiery which is one of the most important items 
in their clothing budgets, there is intense competition among 
retailers for Gertie’s stocking business. They reduce their 
profit margins on stockings because they hope also to sell 
Gertie a more profitable girdle or dress, and whether they 
succeed or not, she buys her hosiery at prices lower than are 
available to any other woman in the world. 

In the short space of thirty years, we have moved from 
the point where silk hosiery was a luxury of the rich to the 
point where it is a necessary of the masses. No other nation 
has ever worn silk so universally. Down the avenues of the 
cities, down the streets of small towns, down the quiet paths 
of farms, bending over typewriters, and manipulating ma- 
chines move the silk-stockinged legions of American women, 
presenting a fashion phenomenon unique to the United States 
and without parallel in history. The reputation of American 
silk hosiery, moreover, has spread abroad, with the result 
that, although we were long known as makers of excellent 
machinery, we are also now famous as the leaders in this 
field of fashion. Wherever silk hosiery is worn American 
silk stockings, produced at home or in our factories abroad, 
are in great demand. 

The economic foundations of the country may be shaken 
by depression, but the hosiery industry, secure upon the rock 
of woman’s legs, feels no tremors save that of the pulsing 
machinery turning out stockings in ever-greater numbers. 

Gertie Attacks the Japanese 

In 1938-39 Gertie and thousands of her sisters attacked the 
Japanese in order to rescue the Chinese. (“I admit,” wrote 
De Tocqueville, that America has no poets; but Americans 
have no lack of poetic ideas.’ ) It was all so simple. Gertie was 
told that she could defeat Japan in her China war by throw- 
ing away her silk stockings and wearing cotton or lisle 
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hosiery made in America. Japan, so the argument ran, simply 
could not live if her vital exports of silk to the United States 
were stopped or sharply reduced. It looked reasonable to 
Gertie and it appeared that women eight thousand miles away 
from an Asiatic war could win it by changing their stockings. 
Where the League of Nations, Great Britain, France, and 
the United States government had failed, Gertie would suc- 
ceed. And in a short time, the pages of magazines and news- 
papers all over America bloomed with photographs of Gertie, 
of Vassar and Bryn Mawr girls, and of small-town women 
burning their silk stockings and flaunting their legs in lisle 
hosiery. 

Japan seems, however, to have been little disturbed by this 
crusade. She knew that while Gertie didn’t like Japan, Gertie’s 
boy friend liked cotton stockings even less, and it was too 
much to ask of any girl that she sacrifice Bill’s dates for 
China’s future. It may be, in the language of Gertrude Stein, 
that a leg is a leg is a leg, but it is also true, in the language 
of Gertie Smith, that a leg encased in lisle has no more sex 
appeal than a wet towel. The great stocking crusade came, 
therefore, to an abrupt end. Gertie shamefacedly put her lisle 
hosiery away and bought new pairs of silk stockings. If China 
was to be rescued, the job was not to be Gertie’s. 
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T he figures of corseted ladies in the 1905 catalog remind 
one of the lines of Gelett Burgess : 

A wonderful bird is the pelican 
His heak holds more than his hellican. 

For these ladies wore viscera-crushing corsets in order to 
achieve small waists. They cherished large breasts if they had 
them, or did their damndest to get them if they did not have 
them. And they threw their crumpled stomachs into dismay 
by eating the large meals of the times. All this in obedience 
to a fashion. It is part of the history of fashion that it can be 
uncomfortable, torturing, ugly, and ridiculous, and yet be 
obeyed in a civilized society with an obedience that has no 
parallel save in the taboos of savages. 

The unhappy-looking ladies sketched in the corset pages 
of the 1905 catalog have pulled-in, wasp waists, and what 
w.as then called a “big bust,” while their well-tempered clavi- 
chords, propelled into space by the constriction of their mid- 
dles, project at an angle that would be dangerous in this period 
of crowded streets, and practically impossible in modern small 
apartments. The instrument of these achievements was a 
strait jacket of steel and cloth whose severities were con- 
cealed but not tempered by froufrous of ribbon or lace, and 
whose stern function is indicated by heavy brass eyelets which 
were drawn together by strong hands pulling upon the laces. 
Illustrative of these bonebreakers gladly worn in the sweet 
name of fashion was : 

“Straight Front Fine Batiste Corset, Bias Gored, at 50^. 
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“Straight front, military erect figure, has 2 side steels and 
4 bone strips with extra heavy front, 10-inch steel boned 
underneath, making a perfectly smooth surface. This is a 
medium weight with low bust, adapted for a wide range of 
figures. Handsomely trimmed with pretty lace on top.” 



It appears from the description of this model that the ladies 
of 1905 wanted a straight and militarily erect figure with a 
wasp waist, and they had the equally strong desire for a large 
bust. The catalog assures us that large busts were the fashion, 
and in a half page of space it extols the merits of : The Prin- 
cess Bust Developer and Bust Cream or Food. 

The developer itself was an instrument made of nickel and 
aluminum, and was merely a large, bell-shaped cup attached 
to a rod, enabling the user to massage her bust. “Comes in two 
sizes, 4 and 5 inches diameter, . . . The developer gives the 
right exercise to the muscles of the bust, compels a free and 
normal circulation of the blood . . . through the flabby, unde- 
veloped parts, these parts are soon restored to a healthy con- 
dition, they expand and fill out, become round, firm and beau- 
tiful. Will enlarge any lady’s bust from 3 to 5 inches. 

“If Nature Has Not Favored You with that greatest 
charm, a symmetrically rounded bosom full and perfect, send 
for the Princess Bust Peveloper. 

“The Princess Bust Developer and Food is the only treat- 
ment that will actually develop and enlarge the bust, cause 
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it to fill out to nature’s full proportions, give that swelling, 
rounded, firm bosom, that queenly bearing, so attractive to 
the opposite sex. It brings a thin, awkward, unattractive girl 
or woman nearer to an exquisitely formed, graceful fascinat- 
ing lady, and absolutely without harm.” 



Dr. Fuller’s Bust Developer — the Fairy Wand 
of the Bigger Bust 


Here then, if anywhere, is a clue to the mystery. Do 
women’s figures change in response to the demand on the 
part of men for figures of a certain kind? Are the favored 
women of Tunisia fat because the fat woman is attractive to 
Tunisian men, and is the modern woman in America and the 
Western World generally thin because thinness in women is 
attractive to modern men? The catalog makes no bones about 
it but states flatly that the “swelling, rounded, firm bosom” 
is attractive to “the opposite sex.” And this in 1905 when 
the demands of modesty made breasts a bust, while at the 
same time the bust could be extolled frankly as an important 
secondary sexual character. 

So strong indeed was the pull of fashion that nursing moth- 
ers wore the same kind of corsets as those worn by unmar- 
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ried girls, with merely such variations as were necessary to 
the functional purpose of nursing. The catalog offers: 

“A Most Satisfying, Comfortable and Durable Nursing 
Corset, 7Sc. S., R. & Co’s Nursing Corset, five-hook, rein- 
forced clasp. Made of good corset jean . . . easily adjusted, 
with patent snap button, and will permit use of nipple without 
the slightest inconvenience. Very pliable over sensitive parts; 
a boon to mothers.” 

A woman of 1905 in fashionable heavy marching order 
wore not only the formidable corset of the times but other 
articles which more or less clustered about the corset. Among 
them were: 

“The Popular Habit Hip Pad and Bustle, made of light 
tampico. . . . The only style of hip pad to wear with the new, 
modish, form fitting skirts which are the prevailing fashion 
at the present time.” 

“Fairy Bust Forms,” the modern brassiere by another 
name, which “conform with every movement of the body and 
give the figure a graceful form,” were also worn, as well as 
The Parisienne Wire Bustle. Over the corset, the well-dressed 


The Parisienne Wire Bustle, or, How to Have That 
Overstuffed Look 

woman wore an embroidery- and lace-trimmed corset cover. 
Thus accoutered in several pounds of confining steel, iron, 
sateen, lace, embroidery, and wire, she was equally ready for 
a tennis match, a matching of wits in the parlor, or a match- 
ing of attractiveness with other women in the presence of 
men. 

The Battle of the Corsets 

The corset has been the object of a battle that has lasted 
ever since the French Revolution. Like other long-continued 
wars, it has had its ups and downs, its victories or defeats for 
one side or the other, and temporary periods of peace and 
armistice arising from the exhaustion of the combatants. 
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In the first instance, it took no less than the shock of the 
French Revolution and the Napoleonic period to free women 
of the torturing steel and leather corsets which constricted 
the waists of ladies of fashion to the incredible circumfer- 
ence of thirteen inches. Under the impetus of the Revolution, 
corsets were discarded and waists relaxed for a little while 
in simple Directoire gowns that fell straight from bust to 
ankle. But not for long. By 1810, the wasp waist returned, 
and the growing knowledge of medicine and anatomy, com- 
bined with the growth of new ideas about woman, filled Eng- 
lish and American journals with indignant protests against 
tight lacing. At the same time, however, equally vitriolic 
defenses came from those who considered the wasp waist both 
fashionable and enchanting to the roving eye of the male. 

The fight against corsets in America began early in the 
century, and typical of the fighters was Hugh Smith, M.D., 
who published in 1827 a volume of Letters to Married Ladies 
which included a “Letter on Corsets, and copious notes by 
an American Physician.” Here he deplores the practice of 
the preceding century when mothers commonly laid their 
daughters upon their faces, on the floor, and, with one foot 
on their backs, tightened the cords of their stays. He then 
goes on to lament the wearing of corsets: 

“I would condemn corsets with or without busks,” he 
writes. “They are a slow and fashionable poison, which has 
laid many a lovely form, at an untimely hour, prostrate with 
the listless dead.” He blames the wearing of corsets for “that 
now very fashionable disease — the liver complaint. Hence 
arise faintings in public assemblies, or crowded, overheated 
apartments . . . and a long train of fashionable evils too tedi- 
ous to mention.’* 

The italics are Dr. Smith’s, and he expresses a feeling that 
must have been shared by a great number of husbands, lovers, 
and weary brothers throughout a long period of the nine- 
teenth century. During the first part of that century and 
throughout the 1860’s and 1870’s, sickness was fashionable 
and the lady of fashion was much given to paleness, aches, 
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vapors, pains, dizziness, sick headaches, migraines, and faint- 
ing spells. 

Dr. Smith continues; “This constant and unnatural pres- 
sure upon ... all the contents of the abdomen, becomes a 
great source of uneasiness. This often sometimes becomes 
almost insupportable after a hearty meal, for the stomach 
cannot carry on its important function of digestion without 
bitter and sometimes loud complaints. . . . Often, indeed, I 
have blushed for ladies . . . and often too, has the blush crim- 
soned their own cheeks, when, by a hem or a cough, they have 
been compelled to drown the dull music of the screaking cord, 
or the hollow rumbling mutter of the suffering tenant within.” 

Then follows an awful warning : “It is a fact well known 
to physicians, that there is scarcely any power equal to con- 
tinued pressure, where it can be conveniently applied, for the 
removal of glandular swellings. This principle operates pow- 
erfully upon those two, not only highly ornamental, but 
essentially useful glands, situated upon the superior and 
anterior position of your chest. The constant and unyielding 
pressure of your corsets very gradually, cause an almost total 
disappearance of these glands, and not unfrequently an entire 
absorption of them takes place ; so that many of our females, 
before they are five and thirty, are actually obliged to use 
some deceit, in order to produce the appearance of breasts . . . 
with many ladies it is often a matter of very serious lamenta- 
tion, when they pass the rubicund (as some waggish pensmen 
have seen fit to denominate the line between the girl and the 
old maid) and yet no plan could be better adapted to hasten 
that period, than to level down these two attractive prom- 
inences.” 

The ladies paid no attention whatever to the warnings of 
Dr. Smith and continued to wear corsets at the risk of the 
loss of their “two attractive prominences.” In 1849, a great 
reformer arose in the person of 0. S. Fowler, editor of the 
American Phrenological Journal, who was determined to 
abolish the corset. Mr. Fowler, in the sound American tra- 
dition, got up a motto for his campaign and hurled it into 
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the teeth of the country. It was: “Total Abstinence or No 
Husbands — Natural Waists or No Wives.” 

The enraged phrenologist contributed an article to his jour- 
nal entitled “Tight Lacing, or the evils of Compressing the 
Organs of Animal Life,” and, after announcing with much 
satisfaction that a previous work of his, called Matrimony, 
had led to the formation of Anti-Lacing Societies through- 
out the country, he launched into an impassioned protest 
against the practice of tight lacing. His words must have 
brought blushes to the cheeks of the young females who read 
them: 

“Who does not know that the compression of any part 
produces inflammationf Who does not know that, therefore, 
tight-lacing around the waist keeps the blood from returning 
freely to the heart, and retains it in the bowels and neighbor- 
ing organs, and thereby inflames all the organs of the abdo- 
men, which thereby EXCITES AMATIVE DESIRES? 

“It is high time that virtuous woman should blush for very 
shame to be seen laced tight, just as she should blush to be 
caught indulging impure desires. I know indeed, that I have 
now appealed to the most powerful motive possible — to that 
of woman’s modesty, and I make this appeal because it is thus 
powerful. ... No woman who reads this will dare to be seen 
laced tight, because she knows it to be true, both from experi- 
ence and from physiology.” 

The conclusion drawn from all this by the practical phre- 
nologist Fowler was, however, one which did not seem likely 
to cause ladies to abandon tight lacing. 

“I will add,” he concludes, “that tight lacing explains the 
fact that tight-lacers so easily get in love. It is true . . . that 
tight-lacing kindles impure feelings, at the same time that it 
renders their possessors weak-minded, so as to be the more 
easily led away by temptation. And this, aye, this, is the rea- 
son why certain men keep up this immodest fashion.” 

The conflicting opinions of Dr. Smith and Mr. Fowler on 
the vices of tight lacing must have thrown the ladies of the 
times into a fever of indecision. The one told them that the 
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practice would cause them to lose all sex appeal; the other 
that it would cause so much sex appeal that tighter lacers 
would “get in love” all the time, excite “amative desires,” and 
yet be rendered so weak-minded as “the more easily to be led 
away by temptation.” We do not know what the ladies thought 
of the opinions of these gentlemen, but we do know that they 
went right on pulling their waists in as far as they could. 


When Tight Makes Right 


In 1874, the influential novelist, Louisa May Alcott, enters 
the lists determined to free her suffering sisters of the stays 
that bind them. In her stories, she had advocated higher 
education, sports, and exercise for women, and the cultiva- 
tion of domestic arts for girls. Now, in Eight Cousins, she 
strives to write the Uncle T om’s Cabin that will free women 
from the slavery of corsets. Uncle Alec is telling Rose, the 
heroine, to run. He says: 

“Very well done, child. I see you have not lost the use 
of your limbs even though you are in your teens. That 
belt is too tight; unfasten it, then you can take a long 
breath without panting so.” 

“It isn’t tight, sir ; I can breathe perfectly well,” began 
Rose, trying to compose herself. 

Her Uncle’s only answer was to lift her up and un- 
hook the new belt of which she was so proud. The mo- 
ment the clasp was open the belt flew apart several inches, 
for it was impossible to restrain the involuntary sigh of 
relief that flatly contradicted her words. 

“Why, I didn’t know it was tight! I didn’t feel so a 
bit. Of course it would open if I puff like this, but I 
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never do, because I hardly ever run,” explained Rose; 
rather discomfited by this discovery. 

“I see you don’t half fill your lungs, and so you can 
wear this absurd thing without feeling it. The idea of 
cramping a tender little waist in a stiff band of leather 
and steel just when it ought to be growing,” said Dr. Alec, 
surveying the belt with great disfavor as he put the clasp 
forward several holes, to Rose’s secret dismay, for she 
was proud of her slender figure, and daily rejoiced that 
she wasn’t as stout as Lucy Miller, a former schoolmate, 
who vainly tried to repress her plumpness. 

“It will fall off if it’s so loose,” she said anxiously 
as she stood watching him pull her precious belt about. 

“Not if you keep taking long breaths to hold it on. 

That is what I want you to do, and when you have filled 
this out we will go on enlarging it till your waist is more 
like that of Hebe, goddess of health, and less like that of 
a fashion-plate — ^the ugliest thing imaginable.” 

The Corset Becomes Important Business 

In the meantime, American manufacturers, paying no at- 
tention to the controversies that raged about the corset, had 
not been idle. Just as the World War gave them the long- 
sought opportunity to produce toys, gloves, and other articles 
usually imported from Europe and Asia, the Franco-Prussian 
War enabled them to get a start in the corset business, be- 
cause it sharply reduced importations from the principal 
source — France. Even before this period, there were corset 
makers in this country, and the Convex Weaving Company, 
publishing its first annual report in 1866, proudly announced 
that it had built a loom which produced thirty-six corsets a 
day, and then went into calculations which sound much like 
those of rabbit salesmen who point out the prodigious rate 
of increase of rabbits which is followed, of course, by an 
equally prodigious increase of profits. The report stated that 
it cost $7.80 to weave one dozen corsets on its looms and 
these, if sold for $14 a dozen, would produce (less certain 
deductions for taxes) a net profit of $5 a dozen or $1,500 
a day on the production of 100 looms turning out 36 corsets 
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each, while the “demand for corsets in the United States is 
equal to 50,000 per day.” 

The Corset War Goes On 

Throughout the last half of the nineteenth century, the 
corset war was carried on without abatement, and the manu- 
facturers, using a method widely employed later by press 
agents of the twentieth century, induced obliging doctors to 
announce that “a well-fitting corset does no more harm than 
a well-fitting glove,” or, “As a medical man (and not one 
of the old school) I feel justified in saying that the ladies 
who are content with a moderate application of the corset 
may secure that most elegant female charm, a slender waist, 
without fear of injury to the health.” 



Mothers wrote that by early adjustment of the corset, on 
daughters of the age of seven or eight, the waist could be 
gradually tapered and become accustomed to its small size. 
Elegant women said that “to me the sensation of being tightly 
laced in a pair of elegant, well-made, lightly fitting corsets is 
superb.” Old women murmured that “No young ladies could 
go into good society with a coarse clumsy waist like a rustic.” 
And young men — the all-important young men — spoke their 
minds in the letter columns of magazines and newspapers, 
saying they “were slaves to the little waist,” and that “girls 
with slender waists were the queens of the ballroom,” while 
young gentlemen of leisure in fashionable assemblies de- 
claimed on the clumsy figures of uncorseted girls. 
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The result of all this was that the slender waist became 
essential to elegance and fashion; girls of fifteen and sixteen 
actually slept in their corsets, and fashionable English board- 
ing schools advertised (with repercussions here) that they 
could achieve the reduction of the waist at the rate of one 
inch per month to a final circumference of thirteen. Two 
strong maids would come in every morning to strap up the 
girls who gladly suffered it, in spite of the fact that after a 
year or two of such treatment their muscles were unable to 
hold them erect unsupported. 

By 1899, waists were slimmer than ever before, and the 
possession of an “illusion waist,” as it was called in the 
United States, was to be desired even at the risk of “whoop- 
ing cough, obliquity of vision, polypus, apoplexy, stoppage of 
the nose, pains in the eyes and earache, palpitations, flushing 
and red noses”; all of which corset critics said came from 
tight lacing. But by 1900, the domestic corset production was 
valued at $14,000,000. 

The Tide of Battle Changes 

As we have seen, there had been since the early years of 
the century a constant barrage of protest against the slender 
waist and tight lacing ; a protest that had proved totally inef- 
fective. But in 1889, newer and more terrifying arguments 
against the corset were made, and these seem to have made 
some dent on women’s minds and eventually on their bodies. 
In 1889, Dr. Robert L. Dickinson, a lecturer on obstetrics at 
the Long Island College Hospital, published a paper in The 
New York Medical Journal called “The Corset; Questions 
of Pressure and Displacement.” In a calmer and more logical 
manner than preceding corset critics had used, he gave the 
results of his experiments and observations of corset pres- 
sure, concluding that: 

(1) The maximum pressure of the corset is 1.625 
pounds to the square inch during inspiration, making the 
total estimated pressure 30 to 80 pounds. 
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(2) The capacity of expansion of the chest is restricted 
one-fifth when the corset is on the body. 

(3) The thoracic character of women’s breathing is 
largely caused by wearing corsets. 

(4) The abdominal wall is thinned and weakened by 
the pressure of stays ; the liver suffers great direct pres- 
sure and is more frequently displaced than any other 
organ. 

(5) The pelvic floor is bulged downwards, by tight- 
lacing, one third of an inch. 

Up to this time, corset manufacturers had had little to 
worry about, because theatrical warnings and dramatic ap- 
peals to modesty had constituted the bulk of the opposition 
to corset wearing- — ^an opposition that lent corsets the attrac- 
tiveness of forbidden fruit. But now a new and more for- 
midable enemy appeared on the scene, and he came equipped 
not with moral posturings but with apparently precise medi- 
cal facts, specific details, and frightening, horrendous photo- 
graphs of twisted livers, telescoped lungs, and bladders and 
stomachs crumpled like wet blotting paper. A waggled finger 
was one thing, but charts, figures, and discoveries announced 
in reputable medical journals were quite something else again. 
And the doctor found powerful allies in the husbands of the 
times. 

These long-suffering and helpless creatures had grown sick 
and tired of listening to descriptions of their wives’ vapors, 
and they were equally tired of paying their medical bills. It 
now seemed that salvation was at hand for husbands and 
they eagerly seized it. After the publication of Dr. Dickin- 
son’s paper, Papa no longer looked sympathetic and applied 
cold compresses to Mama’s brow when she complained of 
migraines, but produced a copy of the medical journal, showed 
her pictures of her compressed liver and lungs, and sneer- 
ingly asked: “Well, what the hell can you expect when you 
strap yourself up like a bale of hay?” The embattled husband 
was soon to receive additional aid from England where it 
was proved that corsets would kill monkeys. 
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Corsets Fatal to Monkeys 

In 1904, Dr. Arabella Kenealy published in London an 
article entitled “The Curse of Corsets.” She records the re- 
sults of an appalling experiment made by putting miniature 
corsets — replicas of those worn by the women of the times 
— on monkeys, and recording the results of the experiment. 

Dr. Kenealy says at the outset — ^by implication — ^that mon- 
keys evidently have more sense than women of fashion. 
“Their distress at the constriction and discomfort — their un- 
ceasing etforts to release themselves — did credit to their intel- 
lectual perception and sagacity. The physical results were as 
disastrous as they are instructive. For it was found that those 
which were corseted and laced at once to the regulation V- 
shape of fashionable woman died in the space of a few days, 
as though stricken by some mortal malady. Those in whose 
case a more gradual process was adopted lived some weeks in 
sickliness and suffering; whilst others the 'improvement’ of 
whose figures extended over a still more lengthy period, did 
not succumb at all, showing that tolerance became estab- 
lished. 

“But that tolerance was established obviously at the ex- 
pense of health and happiness. These rudimental martyrs to 
a civilized vice fell off grievously in appetite and spirits. They 
were attacked by gastric and other internal disorders. They 
moped and lost flesh, alternating between extreme languor 
and marked nerve-irritability. Their tempers rendered them 
unapproachable, and although they did not die actually of 
stays, they died in a few months of some disorder of which 
stays with the health deterioration consequent on their use, 
were the undoubted cause.” 

The Waistland Blooms Again 

Manufacturers, frightened by increasing medical attacks 
on corsets — ^attacks which seemed to be supported by sound 
evidence — got busy trying to find ways in which the corset 
might be anchored other than at the waist and so avoid pull 
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and pressure on the abdomen. And in 1903, an ingenious 
corset maker added hose supporters to corsets, the waistline 
expanded in some cases to twice the previous size, and the 
days of the wasp waist were numbered. 

A few years later came the World War, and wars and 
revolutions strongly influence fashion. We have seen how the 
French Revolution shook women of the period out of their 
steel and leather corsets and gave them a brief period of com- 
fort in Directoire gowns, but how, by 1810, they showed they 
could not stand freedom and again took up their corsets. Now, 
one hundred years later, war was once more to liberate the 
feminine figure from stays. 

In France — ^the center of fashion — ^the birth rate had long 
been falling; men were dying at the front by tens of thou- 
sands, and it became the patriotic duty of women to bear 
children. To be enceinte, therefore, was to be patriotic and 
hence fashionable. French women embraced pregnancy and 
abandoned corsets as an expression of love of country; the 
waistline went down to the hips ; skirts rose to the knees, and 
in no time at all American women, aping the French as usual, 
were walking around without waistlines or corsets. 

The days of wasp waists were over — the days when a sev- 
enteen- or eighteen-inch waist was merely ordinary, and 
when the waist of a woman of fashion could easily be spanned 
by her husband’s hands. It is a measure of the almost incred- 
ible smallness of the waists of American women during the 
nineteenth century and part of the twentieth that the twenty- 
inch waist of Miss Ginger Rogers is today regarded as phe- 
nomenally slender. In the 1890’s, such a waist would have 
been considered almost gross among ladies of fashion. 

The Corset in the Catalog 

The corseted women sketched in the 1915 catalog differ 
so radically from those of the 1905 catalog as to seem an 
entirely different species. The waist is no longer compressed; 
the breasts no longer bulge outward, and the derriere seems 
an integral part of the figure rather than a hastily added 

—377— 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


superstructure. Every corset is fitted with hose supporters, 
and the catalog reminds women but lately emerged from the 
waist-anchored corset that “the hose supporters are an im- 
portant part of the'garment.” 



Portrait of a Lady Wearing Newfangled Garters 


It is apparent, however, that a great many ladies still de- 
sired large busts and, where nature had not provided them. 
Sears came to the rescue of the flat-chested. The catalog lists 
a Featherbone Bust Extender, “well made in a graceful 
rounded effect and Ventilated Forms. Strikingly life-like, 
light, cool, comfortable ... a necessity for most well dressed 
women. So perfect that they can scarcely be detected from 
natural bust by either sight or touch. Expanded by resilient 
filling which can be removed and washed and returned in a 
few minutes.” 

Embittered men — sometimes too late — complained of these 
deceptions, and hastily backed away from matrimony when 
they suspected that the opulence they saw in a woman was not 
of nature but of the store or the mail-order catalog. Charles 
Macomb Flandrau in his Loquacities (1931) says: 

The bustle and the “form improver,” moulded not only 
anatomies, hut entire lives ; they determined female fates 
— changed destinies. In my hearing at an early age a 
young man passionately declared that he had decided 
never to propose to a certain girl because, as he delicately 
expressed it, “I think, by God, that there’s deception in 
that bust.” 
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On the other hand, nature was sometimes too prodigal in 
its gifts, and, for ladies afflicted with a superabundance of 
bust, the catalog offered the Treo Bust Support and Bust 
Reducer and Cambric Bust Confiners. 

The Fight Against Fat 

The corset section of the 1925 catalog expanded to enor- 
mous proportions and Sears proudly told its customers that 
“You have helped us build the largest corset department in 
the world; there is no place else where such an enormous and 
varied selection can be made.” 

And now a new kind of corset comes into being — ^the rub- 
ber corset — as a weapon in modern woman’s fight against fat. 
This fight is to introduce absurd and often harmful food 
fads and is to make diet prescribers rich and famous; it is 
to enrich manufacturers of dangerous drugs that have the 
alleged power to “dissolve fat while you eat all you want” ; 
it is to send women by the millions to masseurs, beauty par- 
lors, gymnasiums, and health farms — and in some cases to 
their graves. As in the case of wasp waists, it is to make 
women oblivious to all warnings on the part of reputable 
medical men. Anything and everything is to be used in the 
fight against fat, and, in 1925, the rubber corset was one of 
the principal devices. The catalog tells us that: 

“Excess fat is not stylish; it is injurious; it overtaxes the 
heart. Realizing these facts women every^vhere are very 
much interested in the new discovery, the rubber reducing 
girdle. Remove your excess fat! Increase your vitality! Im- 
prove your health ! Be stylish !” 

These boons were to be conferred on suffering woman with- 
out any effort whatever on her part. She simply put on a 
rubber corset in the morning and took it off at night, while 
her figure meanwhile progressed from a mass of bulges and 
lumpiness to a breath-taking loveliness of line. 

“Figure improvement is immediate from the moment the 
garment is put on, and the gentle continuous massage caused 
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by every movement of the body induces healthful perspira- 
tion, thereby massaging away the fat.” 

The limits of the credulity of allegedly hardheaded woman 
seeking youth and a fashionable figure have not yet been 
found. 

American women of 1935, in search of youthful bodies and 
slim, willowy figures, continued to be of great comfort to the 
rubber planters of the world. The catalog lists a large num- 
ber of corsets made wholly or in part of rubber, while “Mad- 
ame La Mont Demonstrates How to Reduce Above and Below 
the Waistline with Comfort.” 

It has now become possible, we are told, to “reduce in com- 
fort with our Slira-a-Hip Reducer. Fresh springy perforated 
rubber, covered with glove silk on the outside, soft felted 
cotton inside ! It massages gently while you walk or sit !” Or 
a woman could reduce “the air-cooled way with Sears ven- 
tilated rubber girdles.” 

At the same time hips go down, breasts must come out, be- 
cause “bosoms and curves are in fashion!” and the catalog 
lists “Removable Pads — ^to correct that flat chest! Shaped 
Kapok pads are indetectable and fit inside the Rayon jersey 
bust.” 


Would You Like to Look Like Ginger Rogers? 

The Ideal Girl of the 1935 catalog is Ginger Rogers, and 
the catalog offers a number of corsets “autographed and 
worn” by the distinguished star. A new magic called “Co-Ed 
Corsetry” has been found, and Sears’ lady Ponce de Leon, 
Madame La Mont, says : “Co-Ed Corsetry Smoothes this 
curve! Ask the College Crowd! They know! They like Co-Ed 
Figure Control!” 

These corsets promise things more to be desired than pearls 
or a Phi Beta Kappa key: “a flat tummy,” “a slim young 
waist,” and “looking firm and lovely to the eye.” The colleges, 
the corset makers, and Ginger Rogers were transforming the 
American woman’s body, while biologists and evolutionists 
looked on in amazement as a fat and fortyish woman was 
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poured into one end of a “slenderizing” girdle and emerged 
at the other the spitting image of a page boy in the train of 
Lorenzo de’ Medici. 


Bis Figures 

Youth and beauty and slender waists may be the eternal 
desiderata of womankind, and they may also become big busi- 
ness. A large section of American business is engaged in 
keeping the public young or attempting to make it look young, 
and the girdle is used to stay the hands of time for millions 
of women. The ultimate results of its use are reflected in 
Department of Commerce statistics. These reveal that in 1935 
more than 31,000 workers turned out nearly $67,000,000 
worth of corsets and allied garments in the United States. 

The Wasp Waist Again? 

On August 1, 1939, the Associated Press sent the follow- 
ing dispatch from Chicago : “The business of putting women 
back into corsets, the kind with laces and stays, came to light 
at the Merchandise Mart style clinic today. 

“There was an emphasis on bustle effects and smaller 
waists, posing the immediate question of how to get that 
smaller waist line. 

“ ‘By corsets, and in some instances, of course, corsets that 
lace,’ said Mrs. Katherine Ratto, stylist in charge of the 
clinic, a feature of the fall-winter wholesale apparel market.” 

Traditionally, the official opening of the American cloth- 
ing season is the week after Labor Day. This also happened 
to be the week in which the European war began. But show- 
ings of French imported clothes and American-made designs 
were staged as usual in smart women’s apparel stores. Among 
the French exhibits which created the widest interest and the 
greatest discussion among women was Mainbocher’s back- 
laced, wasp-waist corset which had been brought over from 
Paris on the Normandie shortly before the new war started. 
“One New York department store,” reported Newsweek in 
September, 1939, “by last week had sold 500 wasp-waist cor- 
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sets, while another’s stock was exhausted a few days after the 
ballyhoo started. 

“Despite the sudden rjish of publicity, the revival of laced, 
slim-waisted corsets is nothing new. A number of American 
manufacturers introduced such models as long ago as last 
spring, but sales lagged until the Paris openings confirmed 
them as an important style trend.” 

France marching into the trenches and American women 
marched into department stores to buy French-inspired, 
wasp-waist corsets reminiscent of the liberal, easygoing nine- 
teenth century — that is one bit of brittle colored glass in the 
confused mosaic of 1939. 


— 382 — 



18 • FROM COTTON DRAWERS TO SILK PANTIES 



RiTiNG forty years ago in England, Samuel Butler 
said: 


On Hindhead, last Easter, we saw a family wash hung 
out to dry. There were papa’s two great night-shirts and 
mamma’s two lesser nightgowns and the children’s arti- 
cles of clothing and mamma’s drawers and the girl’s 
drawers, all full swollen with a strong north-east wind. 

But mamma’s nightgown was not so well pinned on and, 
instead of being full of steady wind like the others, kept 
blowing up and down as though she were preaching 
wildly. We stood and laughed for ten minutes. The 
housewife came to the window and wondered at us, but 
we could not resist the pleasure of watching the absurdly 
life-like gestures which the night-gowns made. I should 
like a Santa Famiglia with clothes drying in the back- 
ground.* 

This sight might also have been, and may still be, seen in 
the back yards of homes everywhere in the United States, 
and in the rear of city tenements, where the family wash float- 
ing in air is often the only touch of color in otherwise drab 
surroundings. The age-old aerial ballet of clothes drying in 
the wind and sun is still enacted all over the country. The 
choreography remains unaltered but the actors, as compared 
with those who danced in the innocent American air of thirty 
years ago, have changed almost beyond recognition. For 
America has gone from cotton drawers to silk and rayon 
panties in one generation. 

* Henry Festing Jones (ed.), The Note-Books of Samuel Butler. 
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Ladies’ drawers in 1905 seem to have been much more the 
private concern of the person wearing them than they later 
became in the 1920’s. No department-store dummies, despite 
their papier-mache rigidity, flaunted drawers in the public’s 



Reunion in Vienna, Georgia 


face; no drawers-clad figures, almost naked and completely 
unashamed, wore scanty garments in the pages of family 
magazines. And in keeping with this tradition of privacy, the 
1905 catalog, with a fine feeling for the times and the mod- 
esty of ladies, illustrates its drawers with simple sketches 
instead of picturing them on models. 

All the drawers in the 1905 catalog were made of cotton. 
The change to silk or rayon was still some years in the 
future, but, at the beginning of the century, women contented 
themselves with underwear made of cotton — a fabric that is 
washable, durable, cool in summer, warm in winter, absorb- 
ent, easily dyed, highly flexible in manufacture, cheap — ^but 
lacking in sex appeal. For nineteen cents, the catalog offered 
“Ladies’ Drawers, made of muslin . . . 4-inch cambric flounce 
with one row of hemstitching and a neat hem around bot- 
tom, made extra full, open or closed style.” Drawers made in 
the fashionable umbrella style and the ultimate in catalog 
luxury cost $1.35 : 

“Very Pretty Umbrella Style Ladies’ Drawers, made of soft 
nainsook. Has a 5-inch flounce made of point de Paris lace 
alternating with narrow torchon lace. Triangular pieces of 
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India lawn set between each insertion, giving- flounce a nice 
flare, 2-inch lace edge to match flounce, including lace edge, 
7 inches deep. Open style only.” 


Here Comes the Bride 

. Since public policy favors marriage, it must regard with 
a kindly eye any act, or acts, that tends to aid or increase 
marriages. From this point of view, the catalog of 1905 is 
seen in retrospect to have been both a public benefactor and 
a dancing girl strewing flowers in the path of Eros. No lady 
of the period need have hesitated to marry because of the 
high cost of a trousseau when the catalog presented her with 
a choice of Great Bargains in Trousseau Outfits, rang- 
ing in price from $4.35 to $8.65 — sums which were not likely 
to keep any woman away from the sweet delights of holy 
matrimony. The golden mean between these extremes was: 

“Our $5.98 Trousseau Outfit ... fit for an American queen, 
made of fine cambric, in four pieces, gown, underskirt, draw- 
ers and corset cover.” 



The End of a Perfect Day — Song by, Carrie 
Jacobs Bond, Clothes by Sears, Roebuck & 
Company 


Queen or no queen, there is something heartening in the 
spectacle of a young girl of that time going out of her par- 
ents’ home to face both the world and a husband with noth- 
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ing between her and the unknown except a nightgown, an 
underskirt, a pair of drawers, and a corset cover. 

Underskirts 

The nineteenth-century American landscape was thickly 
cluttered with underskirts as women reduced the number they 
wore from six or seven to the single petticoat of the 1890’s. 
Wearing but one petticoat at a time enabled a woman to con- 
centrate her attention on it. She could choose one or a whole 
collection with great care, and the result in the catalog of 
1905 is a bewildering variety of petticoats. There are cotton 
petticoats, plain and lace-trimmed petticoats, petticoats of 
washable gingham, sateen, spun glass, and taffeta silk. 



For many years, silk petticoats were expected to emit a 
silken rustle or “froufrou” — a music not only fashionable 
but, it was supposed, enchanting to the male ear. At first, only 
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the more expensive petticoats made music as they moved, but 
later manufacturers found how to put a rustle into bargain- 
counter petticoats. This caused the genteel to demand that 
the music be muted. An advertisement in Vogue for 1905 
shows which way the music was blowing: 

“Heather Bloom Taffeta (for petticoats) Looks, Feels, 
Sounds Like Silk. Possessing all the strength, sheen, swish 
of . . . the purest silk (but) is without that harsh rustle 
abhorrent to women of taste.” 

The catalog makes no musical claims for even its most ex- 
pensive underskirt “of very fine taffeta silk” at $7.25, but is 
content to describe merely its ruffles and laces and its blue 
and green changeable colors once so fashionable. 

Thirty Years After 

In 1928, the Department of Agriculture issued a report, 
written by Edna Clark, called The Changing Uses of Textile 
Fibers in Clothing and Household Articles. It is strange 
enough to find information about women’s panties within 
the austere portals of the Department that concerns itself 
with wild hay, setting hens, alfalfa, and the woes of agricul- 
ture, but Miss Clark’s document poses an even greater won- 
der. The fact that women began to shift from cotton to silk 
and rayon underwear in the 1920’s is a readily demonstrable 
fact. But, suggests Miss Clark, single women discarded cot- 
ton underwear and adopted silk and rayon far more exten- 
sively than married women. Why? Is the mystery to be 
solved in terms of Marx or Freud or Hollywood? The De- 
partment is silent; Miss Clark betrays no secrets of her sex; 
consequently, the fascinating question of why married women 
still clung to their cotton drawers while their unmarried sis- 
ters took to silk and rayon panties is one that some investi- 
gator of the future must probe. 

The shift to new fabrics for women’s underwear marked 
a great change in fashion; even greater was the change to 
underwear fashions in 1935 that would have been considered 
wildly impossible for respectable women in 1905. 
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The old-fashioned word “drawers” has been dropped from 
the catalog, and, by whatever name this garment is called, 
its essential virtue is that it must be scanty. Women now 
wear little underwear and the little they do wear must be 
almost imperceptible. 

“Sears Briefs ! Sleeker ! Smoother ! Skin-Light ! Skin-Tight ! 



“Knit Rayon Panty and Bandeau Set. Cuddles, clings and 
flatters, and is young and gay looking.” In 1905, the catalog 
would ■ not have dreamed of using such terms to describe 
drawers, but in 1935 it emphasizes again and again the scanti- 
ness and skintightness of the underwear demanded by women 
whether on the farm or in the city. 
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^ “Little Britches. They Fit Without a Wrinkle! Brief Pan- 
fics light as a feather. Beautifully tailored to fit your body 
like a silk glove. ...” 

Or, “The Briefest little Brief you ever did see! It hugs 
you tight— stretches and ‘breathes’ when you do ! Very 
comfy! ...” 



Ginger Rogers, kindly letting other women in on one of the 
secrets of her success, wears the same panties that are in the 
catalog, and, since they cost only forty-five cents, millions of 
girls may dress like their heroine. 

“Ginger Rogers Lace Panties. No wonder Ginger Rogers 
chose this clever little panty for herself! Three rows of the 
sweetest lace trim at bottom.” 

Miss Rogers’ colleague. Miss Loretta Young, not to be 
outdone in generosity, lends the prestige of her name to a 
“combination that takes the place of 4 garments: panty, 
brassiere, girdle, and vest. Loretta Young is keen about this 
4-in-l combination — says it is all she needs to wear under 
most dresses.” 

While the ladies were changing their underwear, they were 
also changing their nightgowns. The old-fashioned night- 
gown, shapeless, long-sleeved, lace-trimmed, high-throated, 
gave way to form-fitting silk nightgowns made in Puerto 
Rico or simple, hand-embroidered nainsook gowns from the 
Philippines— one of our few tangible gains from imperialism, 
our grandiose “manifest destiny” of the 1890’s. In historical 
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retrospect, all this seems to have been a long detour to enable 
American women to arrive at more attractive dress for bed. 

“Let us not forget,” wrote Paul Poiret, “that man is the 
only one of all the animals who has discovered clothing. And 
is it not his punishment that he is obliged to be continually 
changing it, and never able to find a fixed formula? He is the 
Wandering Jew of compulsive fantasy.” 
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I N 1886, a young Southern woman spending the summer at 
the fashionable watering place, Narragansett Pier, Rhode 
Island, wrote a letter to one of her friends at home. It was a 
friendly, catty, feminine letter, written with the dash and 
accuracy of description that seem to come spontaneously to 
the woman who is engaged in the delicate surgical art of 
taking the hide off another woman, and, since it bears on 
bathing suits which will be considered in this chapter, it is 
here quoted: 

Dear Cousin, 

I am snatching a few moments from the daily rush to 
again urge you to join Me. . . . With the idea of enticing 
you, I will attempt to give a fleeting glimpse of the pass- 
ing show. 

During the bathing hours at high tide . . , the beach 
and hotel verandas are crowded with onlookers. An hun- 
dred or more bathers — ^men and women — afford us no 
end of entertainment. Charlie Dudley is here and, as you 
know, one permits him to say outrageous things. The 
combination of his charm and daring humor are disarm- 
ing. He sat beside me today while all eyes were riveted 
on one Mrs. Gissing from Chicago. She is supposed to be 
beautiful. I make a guess that her auburn tresses have 
been assisted and her figure is described by Charlie as 
being roBUST and HYPnotic. Some say, “divorcee,” 
others “grass-widow.” Well, no matter. In any case it 
would take a horse race to keep up with her. I, of course, 
know her only by sight, and sight she is ! The men buzz 
around her like bees and gather about the bath rooms to 
see her pass, en route to the waves. She always lolls on 
the sand a bit before making a kittenish dash — she’s 
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surely in the thirties if a minute. Her costume and antics 
this morning were paramount to anything yet. (“Yet” is 
significant as there is no telling what she may do. ) 

Black silk bathing suit — very short skirt — very low 
neck NO sleeves — transparent silk stockings. On her arm 
a gold bracelet, if you please ! After she had done build- 
ing sand hills (childish aspect) with several male bathers, 
she referred to the billows. Catching hands with a fa- 
vored gentleman, they made a grand rush and sprawled. 
From then on, where her corset began and left off was 
very apparent. 

Mrs. G., with one exception, is the only good female 
swimmer, yet, with an arm around the man’s shoulder, 
his arm around her’s, swimming with one hand apiece, 
they made good headway to the deep water raft. Not sat- 
isfied with this, she mounted his back and pitched off head 
foremost. Some women seated next me got up and left. 

I didn’t feel that way about Mrs. Gissing. For all I care 
she may be as brazen as she likes. 

Charlie Dudley watched the whole performance through 
his field glasses — such remarks!! He leaves next week 
for White Sulphur. . . . All said and done, what a charm- 
ing and entertaining man he is — ^wicked thing. . . . 

Both Charlie Dudley and the writer of the letter were in 
the line of an old tradition. Throughout the Regency, young 
blades of Bath gazed through binoculars at ladies bathing in 
ankle-long suits ; throughout the nineteenth century and until 
well into the twentieth, so-called immodest bathing clothes 
for women were deplored by other women. The letter quoted 
here indicates that a bathing suit was immodest in 1886 if it 
had a short skirt, a low neck, and no sleeves ; immodest even 
if the bather wore silk stockings and a corset in the water. 

These attitudes were manifested in so-called liberal cir- 
cles of fashionable society, and it may be expected, there- 
fore, that we shall find them even more pointed among those 
who were not in “society.” 

Bathing Suits of 1905 

Beach bathing or swimming was plainly not a popular form 
of amusement for Sears customers in 1905. Salt water was 
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inaccessible then to the greater portion of the population 
who lived inland; cheap automobiles, vacations, and good 
roads were yet to come. Private swimming pools were rare 
and public pools even rarer; boys might swim in the creeks 
and men in the lakes or rivers but women seldom swam. And 
the catalog, because of lack of demand for bathing suits for 
women, lists only two models in 1905. They conformed to pre- 
vailing canons of modesty; they were frightfully ugly, un- 
gainly, and, because of their weight and long skirts, danger- 
ous to the wearer in the water. Black cotton stockings and a 
collar tightly buttoned up around the throat were the in- 
evitable features of every bathing suit of the times. The cata- 
log describes one chic number as follows : 

‘‘Ladies’ Bathing Suit, with attached bloomers, made of 
brilliantine. Has large sailor collar trimmed with two rows 
white cord and one row of braid. Sleeves trimmed to corre- 
spond. Detachable skirt, waistband trimmed with rows of 
cord and a row of braid, trimmed around the bottom to cor- 
respond. Colors, black or navy blue with white trimmings. 
Price . . . $2.98.” 


Water, Water, Everywhere and Not a Man in Sight 



The caps worn with the suits might also be used as dust 
caps. “Bathing or Dust Caps, made of pure gum rubber. . . . 
These caps are also useful as dust caps when house cleaning, 
etc.” 

While suits such as the one described conformed with pre- 
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vailing canons of modesty and taste, and fierce opposition 
was aroused by attempts to change them, voices were occa- 
sionally raised on the other side. Eve’s Glossary, for example, 
in 1897, contained this criticism of bathing suits: 

In the United States, where there are to be found ex- 
ceptionally pretty feet and ankles, women are forced to 
conceal them and were any of them to venture on the 
beach at any one of the popular seaside resorts with limbs 
bare from the knee downwards, an outcry would be raised 
on the score of injured morality. People with whom I 
have recently been discussing the subject claim that the 
strict ideas which prevail in America with regard to bare 
ankles and feet are a remnant of the old . . . laws and no- 
tions of our puritanical forefathers. That is all very well, 
but what, if you please, would those passengers of the 
Mayflower have said to the present state of decolletagef 
Surely there is less impropriety in displaying the feet 
and the legs as far as the knee, than in furnishing such a 
general and liberal exhibition as is to be seen in the boxes 
on any good night of the New York opera season. 

This, too, was all very well, but deep-rooted notions of 
modesty in woman’s dress continued to prevail unchanged in 
rural and even urban America. Harper’s Weekly for August, 
1913, contained an article called “Modesty in Women’s 
Clothes,” in which the author, Francis R. McCabe, reports 
the following incident : 

. . Recently ... a farmer advertised for a wife, and after 
correspondence with the young woman agreed to marry her, 
but when he met her at the railroad station declined to carry 
out his agreement because he wanted a modest woman for a 
wife. 

“ ‘Am I not modest ?’ asked the girl. 

“‘What! Modest with those bare arms?’ exclaimed the 
farmer. 

“The girl was wearing a dress with short sleeves.” 

The attitude of this farmer was broad-minded and gen- 
erous compared with that of a mob who assaulted a woman 
at the Atlantic City beach in 1913 because she appeared in 
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a short bathing suit. The incident moved The New York 
Times to remark editorially: 

... In Atlantic City ... a woman has just been 
fiercely assaulted by the local populace (because her bath- 
ing suit was too short). . . . Outright killing doesn’t seem 
to have been the purpose of the offended throng but they 
frightened the too close imitator of the naiads something 
more than half to death, by pelting her with epithets and 
sand, and what they would have done had it not been for 
the rescuing police is unknown. 

The episode can be viewed in various ways. Some will 
take it as illustrating the noble virtuousness of the general 
American public ; others will wonder why the women who 
go in swimming must wear any skirt at all, that garment 
being, in the water, quite unnecessary for decency, and a 
danger to life as well as a wearying burden that no man 
will tolerate for an instant on himself. We will not at- 
tempt to decide which view is the right one. 

If shapely ladies occasionally attempted to burst out of 
their unshapely bathing suits, gentlemen, more conservative, 
continued to display their unshapely figures in suits that had 
been good enough for their grandfathers. The 1905 catalog 
lists : 


Suit Worn by Man Who Opposed Votes for Women 


‘‘Our One-Piece Best Cotton Bathing Suit . . . made like a 
union suit (buttons over shoulder). It is like an ordinary 
shirt and knee pants, but all in one piece, made in solid colors 
and fancy stripes. • . . Price 65?;.” 

Ten Years Pass 

It is astonishing to find that in the ten years from 1905 to 
1915 the tiny demand on the part of Sears’ customers for 
bathing suits did not increase, and the suits themselves re- 
mained relatively unchanged. The time is yet to come when 
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all America, like the lemmings of Norway, will rush head- 
long toward and into the sea. 

Bathing-Beauty Contests 

Three overrated institutions — sex, the California climate, 
and the jury system — wq have always had with us, but the 
first two seem to have been discovered only after the War 
to end War. It was when we had made the world safe for 
democracy, and grown rich in the bargain, that the Holly- 
wood producer and student, if not creator, of American folk- 
ways, Mr. Cecil B. DeMille, concluded that Americans were 
interested in only two things : money and sex. Sex in a sim- 
ple flat is sin; in a palace it is row-mance, and Mr. DeMille, 
putting two together in a palace, made a smashing box-office 
success which proved the soundness of his theory. Strangely 
enough, the guinea pig selected for his experiment was The 
Admirable Crichton by the well-known whimseymonger, 
James M. Barrie; the play in which an amazingly resource- 
ful butler shipwrecked on a desert isle with his aristocratic 
but useless employers rose to every emergency with the ease 
and aplomb that had distinguished him when at home in 
Belgravia. This simple play, which Mr. DeMille renamed 
Male and Female, emerged from the Hollywood studios filled 
with row-mance, excitement, and sex appeal, furnished by a 
former Mack Sennett bathing beauty — Miss Gloria Swanson 
— ^who in one sequence, fading from the present time to the 
guileless past, was revealed in a Garden of Eden background 
costumed as the great mother of the race, with Thomas 
Meighan hovering around her in the role of Adam. This was 
sex, but it was not money, and consequently, after some more 
fading out and fading in. Miss Swanson and Mr. Meighan 
appeared in a splendid Oriental palace, he as the king and 
she as the maid his majesty loves. 

Male and Female was an instantaneous success at the box 
office, other producers imitated the master, and in no time 
at all sex and the California climate came to be established 
as the other parts of the great American trinity. 
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On the East Coast is Atlantic City where the Gulf Stream 
obligingly sweeps inward in order to give this town a year- 
around warm climate for the benefit of the tired millions of 
near-by New York and Philadelphia. And the town, out of 
gratitude, has made the Gulf Stream famous with the hotels 
and boarding houses that it has built near its current, with 
its Million Dollar Pier, and its famous bathing-beauty con- 
tests. 

These contests, sprung from the minds of Atlantic City’s 
elder statesmen (assisted by the troubadours of pageantry 
and publicity, called press agents by the vulgar), were for 
years as much a part of the life of the town as was the annual 
ceremony of marrying the sea in Atlantic City’s nearest rival 
for fame — ^Venice. The doges of the Eastern seaboard, look- 
ing westward to Mack Sennett’s bathing girls and Mr. De- 
Mille’s profitable incursions into American folkways, decided 
that the next business cycle in Atlantic City would be based 
on sex, just as others elsewhere had been based on cotton, 
oil, or automobiles. All that was necessary was a number of 
shapely girls in bathing suits, prizes for the winner, and 
publicity. The doges were right. 

The bathing-beauty contests were an enormous success. 
All over the United States, in towns remote from the sea or 
even a lake, girls paraded in skimpy bathing suits and high- 
heeled shoes before local judges. The winner went to the 
state contest, and the girl adjudged Miss South Dakota was 
sent to the national contest in Atlantic City to the accom- 
paniment of pages of newspaper chat about her, the prayers 
of the homefolk, and the plaudits of the mayor and governor 
of her state. 

As usual, voices of protest were raised, and, as usual, no 
attention was paid to them. A convention of the Southern 
Baptist church, held in Houston, Texas, denounced bathing- 
beauty contests as evil things tending to “lower true and 
genuine respect for womanhood”; the National Council of 
Catholic Women for once saw eye to eye with the Baptists 
and condemned the beauty shows as “an exploitation of fem- 
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inine pulchritude” and “a backward step in the civilization 
of the world,” while the Philadelphia Federation of Women’s 
Clubs adopted a resolution stating that “the demoralizing 
effect of the Atlantic City Beauty Beach parade is an estab- 
lished fact.” 

At the same time, the United States navy, recognizing the 
spiritual kinship of all who go down to the sea, whether in 
ships or bathing suits, sent its dirigible Los Angeles to soar 
over the city where the fairest of America’s fair was being 
chosen; newspapers printed millions of photographs of the 
beauties; the winner went on to fame and fortune; rival bath- 
ing-beauty contests sprang up over all the country, and ad- 
vertisers found that a photograph of a bathing-beauty girl 
was helpful in selling everything from automobiles to mu- 
cilage. 

It is not surprising, therefore, to find the bathing beauties 
of the catalog of 1925 attired in “California style bathing 
suits,” with bare arms, knee-length trunks, and rolled silk 
stockings, while in the city, where the catalog is published, 
a new Venus was soon to arise from the prairies, build a 
bubble into a business, achieve international fame, overshadow 
a great international exhibition, and pave the way for bigger 
and better nudity. 

The creator of these miracles was Miss Sally Rand, a one- 
time leader in the Christian Endeavor Society at the Jackson 
Avenue Christian Church in Kansas City, Missouri, whose 
bubble dance at the World’s Fair in Chicago in 1933 was so 
sensationally successful that within a short time her earnings 
jumped from $125 a week to $6,000 a week. This led Miss 
Rand to the sage observance that “I never made any money 
until I took off my pants”; to the confession that she was 
“fanning her brother through college,” and to the final acco- 
lade of receiving many invitations to address luncheon clubs. 
These groups listened earnestly while the well-to-do and suc- 
cessful Miss Rand spoke on the subject “Bubbles Become Big 
Business.” Finally, the fame of this Middle West ballerina 
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became so great that children bounced their rubber balls to 
the tune of : 

Solly Rand has lost her fan. 

Give it back, you nas-ty man. 

The movies, the spread of sports, the cult of the sun, and 
bathing-beauty contests, all played a part in stripping down 


The Nudest Thing in Bathing Suits for 1915 


the bathing suits of 1935 to a minimum of fabric. The catalog 
for that year lists “Ginger Rogers smart two-piece effect suits 
backless and skirtless,” which are as near to no clothes at all 
as the now somnolent law allows. Yet only twenty years had 
passed since an Atlantic City mob had hurled insults at a 
woman who appeared on its beach wearing a short bathing 
suit. 

Peace Hath Its Victories 

In September, 1939, Atlantic City held its annual bathing- 
beauty contest. Life made the following comment on it : 
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The tidal wave of war, which engulfed men’s plans 
and thoughts in New York and Washington throughout 
September, lapped gently on the sands of Atlantic City, 

NJ. There fighting echoed only faintly from a far-off un- 
real world, for the minds of businessmen, concessionaires 
and vacationists were on girls not guns, busts not bombs, 
legs not Lwow. 

Forty-two “pulchritudinous goddesses of American 
girlhood,” had come from all parts of the land for the an- 
nual Miss America contest, staged for the greater glory 
of Atlantic City and the feminine form. ... At its end the 
crown of “Miss America 1939” was bestowed on the 
ruddy-brown head of Miss Michigan — a 19-year-old De- 
troit model named Patricia Mary Donnelly. She was 
promptly launched on a flood tide of commercial and 
theatrical offers. 

Michigan’s Governor Dickinson, she declared, had 
sent her off to the contest without any warnings about 
the evil East. “He was awfully nice to me,” chirped she, 

“but very old. He gave me a crab apple.” 

Conservative Men 

While women had gradually been dropping their old-fash- 
ioned, cumbersome bathing suits until they were near to 
nudity, slow-plodding, conservative men continued to cling 
to their old models as late as 1925. It is not until 1935 that 
the catalog pictures men wearing short, close-fitting trunks, 
and these are still worn with an athletic shirt. Catalog men, 
with a decent respect for the proprieties, loll about the beach 
with their shirts on, and it is only until they take to the water 
that the catalog indicates their new-found freedom: “Take 
off shirt for free swimming.” 
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M rs, Maria D. Brown celebrated her hundredth birth- 
day at Fort Madison, Iowa, in 1927. Here she recalls 
memories of her home in Ohio :* 

After periods at the Brice House or in Logan or Som- 
erset, we were always glad to get back to our own fath- 
er’s dear old home. Nowhere else did we have the same 
conveniences. We did most of our work there in the sum- 
mer kitchen. That was where we had the big brick oven. 

We used to fire it twice a week and do a sight o’ baking 
all at once. We’d make a hot fire in the oven, and then, 
when the bricks were thoroughly heated, we’d scrape out 
all the coals with a big iron scraper, dump the coals into 
the fireplace, and shove in the roasts and fowls, the pies 
and bread. . . . When we went to keeping house in 1845, 

Dan’l and I, he bought me a little iron stove, a new thing 
in those days. It was no good, and would only bake things 
on one side. I soon went back to cooking at an open fire- 
place. 

You know the look of andirons, crane, spit, reflectors. 

Our heavy iron vessels were swung from chains. When 
we wanted to lift the lids off, we’d have to reach in with 
a hook and swing them off. . . . We used to bake Indian 
pone — ^that is, bread made of rye and corn meal — ^that 
way. We would set it off in a corner of the hearth cov- 
ered with coals and ashes, and there it would bake slowly 
all night long. In the morning the crust would be thick 
but soft — oh, so good. . . . 

Ma put us girls to work early. It was taken as a matter 
of course that we should learn all kinds of housework. I 
know that before I was seven years old I used to wash 

* Harriet Connor Brown, Grandmother Brown’s Hundred Y ears. 
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the dishes. . . . There was need of many hands to get all 
the work done. It required more knowledge to do the 
things for everyday living than is the case nowadays. If 
one wants light now, all one has to do is pull a string or 
push a button. Then, we had to pick up a coal with tongs, 
hold it against a candle, and blow. And one had to make 
the candles, perhaps. . . . 

Even without candle making, there was certainly a 
plenty to do to keep life going in those days. Baking, 
washing, ironing, sewing, kept us busy. Not to mention 
the spinning and weaving that had to be done before cloth 
was available for the seamstress. . . . 

We had all the things that were really necessary for 
our comfort in those days, and we had quite as much 
leisure as people have now. Always, too, we had time to 
attend church and Sunday school. 

In Washington in 1936, Mr. J. P. Morgan told reporters : 
“If you destroy the leisure class, you destroy civilization. . . . 
By the leisure class I mean the families who employ one serv- 
ant, 25,000,000 or 30,000,000 families.” 

Hardly were the words out of the financier’s mouth before 
the Housewives’ League of America had pounced on him to 
prove that he must have got his ideas of American domes- 
ticity from Hollywood. It was shown that according to the 
1930 census there were less than 30,000,000 families in this 
country, and fewer than 2,000,000 servants to attend them 
all. The League, and editors critical of Mr. Morgan, failed 
to say, however, that while there were relatively few human 
servants in American homes, there were millions of mechani- 
cal servants, and that labor-saving devices in the home have 
done at least as much as women’s rights champions to lib- 
erate American women. 

Whole categories of labor once done at home have been 
largely transferred to machines or to outside agencies. These 
include canning, baking, dressmaking, lighting, water heat- 
ing, and laundering. Where these operations are still per- 
formed wholly or partly within the home, the labor involved 
has been sharply decreased by mechanical devices. Electrical 
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engineers, as much perhaps as Elizabeth Arden and Harriet 
Hubbard Ayer, have been the saviors of the housewife. 

Fifty years ago, Scribner’s Magazine felt safe in saying: 
“There can be little doubt that electricity will be adopted in 
all households . . . and adapted for purposes of adornment. 
In the parlor an illuminated painted vase, lighted from within 
may vie in attractiveness with the pictures on the wall.” Five 
years later, so rapidly had electrification progressed. Every- 
day Housekeeping said: 

“Nothing remains practically, but what my lady herself, 
with some assistance from a little maid, or a friend perhaps, 
will find it her pleasure to attend to. , . . There will be no 
domestic problem to solve. ... If one wishes to go off for a 
spin on the bicycle before the bread has finished baking it is 
only necessary to set the clock . . . and the fire goes out when 
the work is done.” 

This alluded, of course, to city women. But the time was 
soon to come when the blessings of electricity would be 
extended also to the farm and the small-town household. With 
the catalog as our guide, we may trace the relative liberation 
of the servantless housewife during the past thirty years. 

Blue Monday 

If white American women had the Negro’s gift for song, 
they would certainly have made and sung one called, “I Got 
the Wash-Day Blues,” but since they have no such gift they 
were content to call the weekly day of clothes washing Blue 
Monday. And it was blue. Throughout the world, this task 
falls to women and it is a back-breaking one wherever it is 
done, because it entails long hours of heating and carrying 
water to the tub, bending over a washboard, wringing out 
clothes to dry, hanging them on lines in the sun, and ironing 
them when they have dried. Some women escaped the task 
by hiring a laundry to do it; others employed washwomen; 
but millions of women in the United States laundered, and 
still launder, the clothes of their families. 

In 1905, home laundresses bought from Sears a tin or cop- 
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per wash boiler (90c), a washboard (32c), a washtub (56c), 
100 feet of clothesline (45c), a hand-operated wringer 
j^$1.98), and a sadiron weighing four to five pounds (83c). 


'A Muscle Builder of 1905 


With these instruments, and the application of long hours 
of hard labor, they could launder the family’s clothes ; nothing 
then remained to do but cleanse the paraphernalia, put it 
away, and wait for the next Monday to come around. But 
even in 1905, the shape of things to come in the home laundry 
was already visible. 

The catalog lists a number of the crude, wood washing 
machines of the times, hand-operated it is true, but less diffi- 


Man^s Gift to Toiling Woman — 
a Clothes Churn of 1905 


cult to manipulate than the washtub and scrubbing board. 
One model moved to the ancient rhythm of the cradle : “Rocks 
like a cradle and almost as easily. You can do your washing 
while sitting on a chair.” For another model — ^The Revolv- 
ing Wheel All Steam Metal Washer — ^it was promised that 
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the operator would not have to give it her constant attention 
but could do other work while the clothes were being washed. 
At the same time, the catalog’s copy reveals what went into 
the tubs of 1905: 

. . Prints and ginghams can be washed in from five to 
eight minutes, white flannel in five minutes; red flannel in 
about one minute ; lace curtains in from ten to fifteen minutes. 
No washboard rubbing is necessary. . . . You turn the cylin- 
der one or two minutes, then go about your other work for 
a while, then turn the cylinder . . . again.” 

These washing machines ranged in price from $1.98 to 
$5.10. 


The Home Laundress Looks at Beauty 

After the passage of thirty years, washing machines have 
become one of the most important items in the catalog. They 
occupy four pages of the 1935 edition and run up sales in 
millions of dollars. So efficient have these machines now be- 
come that the catalog takes efficiency of operation for granted, 
and addresses its sales argument to their beauty : 

“Beautiful, None Bigger. The beautiful lines of the Mottled 
Green porcelain tub are accentuated by polished aluminum 
body bands and top edges. Green lacquered base has sturdy 
legs with splash-proof casters. The tub washes a full 60 
pounds of dry clothes per hour, making short work of the 
biggest family wash.” 

These machines are now designed by the best American 
industrial designers who work not only with an eye to their 
efficiency but also to their beauty, and, measured by modern 
standards, they are beautiful. Their lines are simple; their 
surfaces enameled; there are no exposed gadgets to catch the 
dust ; they are easy to clean. 

Operated by electricity or by gasoline motors where cur- 
rent is not available, modern washing machines notably lessen 
the once savage drudgery of laundering. “Cut washday to one 
hour,” suggests the catalog. “Why go on spending hours of 
hard work each week over a washboard? . . .” 
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If washing was once drudgery, so was ironing. It was a 
hard task to manipulate the old-fashioned sadiron weighing 
four or five pounds ; pushing it a mile or two in the course of 
a day ; testing its heat with a bit of spittle on the finger, and 
keeping it hot over a charcoal stove which had to be constantly 
watched. Electricity now takes over the task once done by 
hand. 

“The Heatmaster iron . . . handles heavy damp linens with 
as much ease as sheerest fabrics. You set control at proper 
heat for fabric and that temperature is automatically main- 
tained. Cannot overheat. . . .” 

This does not, however, mark the end of progress in the 
home laundry. Just as the electric iron is an enormous im- 
provement over the old-fashioned iron, so is the electric ironer 
an improvement over the electric iron. This machine (price 
$36.95) requires “Only % the Time, the Effort and ^ the 
electricity cost of a hand iron. . . 

In thirty years, therefore, technological change has taken 
most of the drudgery out of laundering; given women more 
leisure, or released them for other tasks, and permitted the 
servantless housewife to accomplish with a minimum of effort 
and time a job that once took back-breaking hours of labor. 
Women have not been slow to respond to the machine that 
makes this possible. By 1936, it is estimated that there were 
10,300,000 washing machines in American homes. 

In October, 1939, the United States was in the joyous throes 
of celebrating National Washer and Ironer Week. For the 
seventh successive year, sales of washers had passed the one 
million mark, and the estimate for 1939 was close to two 
million. But even better days lay ahead. “Despite the wide- 
spread distribution already gained for home laundering 
units,” said Mr, J. H. Connors, vice-president of the B. F. 
Goodrich Co., “the saturation point is no where near being 
reached. More wired homes are without electrical washers 
and ironers than sixteen years ago, and nine out of twenty 
wired homes are without washers.” 
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From the Old Spring to the New Refrigerator 

American literature contains many allusions to the old, 
cool, sweetly flowing spring. There watermelons were cooled 
and fetched to be eaten in the heat of the day; around it grew 
beds of mint from which were plucked leaves to become (in 
the South) part of the poesy of a mint julep; there water 
flowed grateful to the parched throat. There are good Ameri- 
can scenes, too, of New Englanders cutting the ice of their 
ponds in winter to store it away for use in the summer. But 
one finds few allusions to the household hardships suffered 
by people in those sections of the country — notably the South 
and the West — ^where there were few or no springs; where 
ice did not form in the winter, and where the population con- 
sequently endured the discomforts of heat without ice or 
nature’s refrigeration. 

Nor were the difficulties of the people living in these regions 
much relieved by the coming of artificial ice. The ice factories 
were in large towns and their ice was not available to millions 
living in villages and on farms. Consider the plight of a 
farm family in the hot cotton-growing area of Arkansas when 
a child burned with malaria fever. No cold compresses were 
available; if ice was to be had at all, it meant sending a buggy 
ten or twenty miles over hot, dusty roads while the precious 
frozen water dripped away on the slow journey. Consider 
also, the fortunate family that had a cool spring on the prem- 
ises. Sometimes the spring was a quarter or a half mile away 
from the house. This made it necessary first to put vegetables 
or other provisions in the spring, and then retrieve them for 
use in the home — another task of endless going to and fro 
for the heavily burdened housewife. 

Or — ^to come now within the purview of the catalog — con- 
sider the old-fashioned icebox used by those to whom either 
natural or artificial ice was available. Its use involved sum- 
moning the iceman, mopping up the kitchen where the cake 
of ice he dragged in had melted, and forever emptying the 
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pan or bucket into which ice had dripped. Yet in 1905, the 
householder had either to do without ice, or else use the 
spring, or the icebox. 

In keeping with the passion of the times for ornamenta- 
tion, iceboxes were frequently carved and decorated as in the 
“Michigan Large Double Door Family Refrigerator . . . beau- 


A Sprig of the Anheuser-Busch 


tifully carved solid ash case, dark antique finish, solid bronze 
trimmings, most perfect insulation. . . . Very economical for 
natural or artificial ice. . . . Price $13.80.” 

Every Home Its Own Ice Factory 

The icebox of 1935 bears no resemblance to the icebox of 
1905, while the electric refrigerator was not dreamed of 
thirty years ago. The boxes of the 1935 catalog are made not 
of wood but of steel. Interiors and exteriors are enameled, 
there is no decoration on them and consequently no dust traps, 
and they are easy to clean. But the demand for them has 
become so small that iceboxes occupy less than half a page 
in the 1935 edition of the catalog. The electric refrigerator 
is now in the ascendant, and millions are being sold every- 
where. 

Letters from purchasers of Sears’ electric refrigerators 
testify not only to their quality but to the once hard condi- 
tions of living which they have ameliorated. 
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Mr. Charles A. Bly, Jr., Needles, California, writes : “We 
live in the heart of the Mojave desert where the temperature 
is often as high as 120° in the shade. Have kept milk fresh 
14 days during summer.” 

Here again Sears, intent not only upon providing a re- 
frigerator of high mechanical efficiency but also a beautiful 
one, hired a famous industrial designer to create the cabinets. 

The features of the electrical refrigerator are so well known 
that they need no elaboration here. It is sufficient to say that, 
although the 1925 catalog does not mention electric refriger- 
ators, they occupy three pages in the 1935 edition, and by 
1936, 9,200,000 were in operation in the United States. 

Spring Cleaning 

In the early years of this century, the dweller in an Ameri- 
can small town or on the farm knew that spring had come 
by one infallible sign : the housewife or her servant was beat- 
ing rugs and carpets with a stick or a carpet beater. Spring 
came to America not only in flowers blooming along the way- 
side but also in clouds of dust' arising from the cleaning of 
carpets. This sight is still to be seen but far less frequently 
than in the past, for in a land which once possessed no vac- 
uum cleaners there were, in 1936, nearly eleven millions of 
these instruments at work. 

The housewife of 1905 had only two important implements 
for chasing dust : the broom and the carpet sweeper. The use 
of the broom entailed severe manual labor ; the carpet sweeper 
was inefficient. The housewife of 1935, however, wherever 
electricity was available, could use vacuum cleaners that al- 
most effortlessly performed in a few minutes the work for- 
merly done by hours of broom pushing. 

In This Week (September, 1939), a New York housewife 
— Mrs. Annette Burkelman — ^tells how she successfully man- 
aged without a servant to take in a number of paying guests 
who were attending the World’s Fair. The key to her suc- 
cess was in labor-saving devices for the home. 
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“While I’m getting breakfast,” said Mrs. Burkelman, 

“I turn on the automatic washer that I’ve loaded the night 
before and let it do a load of clothes. . . . Hanging the 
clean clothes that are waiting for me in the washer is my 
next job. Then I start a second load of clothes and go 
back upstairs to clean the bathrooms, dust and dry-mop 
the bedrooms. 

“That is where my vacuum cleaner and attachments 
come in. I can dust moldings, woodwork, odd corners and 
floors in a twinkling. ... I make no schedule for the iron- 
ing. With the ironer, I find that I can work it just any 
time. I can sit down and do a few pieces while dinner’s 
cooking. ... I try to be finished by one o’clock. Then I 
have time for a bath and rest. . . .” 

Wood for the Stoves of America 

Inseparably mingled in the memories of the small boy of 
the South of twenty or thirty years ago are scenes associated 
with gathering of wood for stoves and grates. In July or 
August, after the cotton crop had been laid by and picking 
had not yet begun, many plantation Negroes earned some 
much-needed cash by cutting cordwood in the forests and 
selling it to white folks in the towns. Long before dawn, while 
the stars still shone in the Southern sky, heavily loaded mule- 
drawn wagons accompanied by one or two sleepy Negroes be- 
gan to move toward the nearest town, perhaps ten or fifteen 
miles away. Shortly after breakfast, they would arrive at their 
destination. The wagon would drive into the white-folks’ back 
yard, and the loads of oak, ash, hackberry, and cottonwood 
would be removed and neatly stacked in cord lengths, while 
barefooted white boys stood by with wondering eyes watch- 
ing the muscles of the Negroes’ arms dart beneath the skin, 
watching for snakes that sometimes came with the wood, 
sniffing the sweet odors of newly felled trees, and climbing 
on top of the piles to survey the earth beneath. Then the black 
men would be given breakfast at the kitchen, paid in shining 
silver dollars, and would finally drive slowly out of the yard 
standing upright on the frame of the wagons like Ben-Hur 
driving in the chariot race. 
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A few days later, there came to the yard a Negro with an 
ax, saw, and wooden “horse,” to cut the wood into lengths for 
the stove or the grate. Again the white boys gathered to 
watch him, to see the saw eat through wood while sawdust 
fell quietly like snow. The flashing ax rang as it bit through 
the stout heart of oak; the saw’s blade was anointed with 
grease every little while to make it move more easily through 
the timber. Afterwards, the boys helped the black man stack 
the wood in the woodshed, and envied him the happy life he 
led — ^he who would not have to go to school in September. 

Stoves Lead All the Rest 

So overwhelmingly important in Sears’ business were 
stoves and ranges that the catalog of 1905 opens with them. 
The first thirty pages describe the many kinds carried in 
stock, all of which were manufactured in the Company’s 



How Mother 
Made the Pies 
that Mother 
Used to Make 


—411 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


“largest stove foundry in the world located at Newark, 
Ohio.” 

All the stoves of the times were alike in being inordinately 
ugly and hard to keep clean. Women demanded that their 
stoves be ornamented; they got what they wanted, and paid 
for it in the form of labor — polishing not only the black sur- 
faces but also the nickel-plated ornaments that splotched the 
surfaces. This is a description, in part, of a typical kitchen 
stove of the period: “It has the same highly finished nickel 
plating throughout, made of the same beautifully polished 
steel with the same ornamental cast base, highly ornamented, 
trimmed and finished in the same manner.” 

Six fuels were employed in the stoves of 1905 : wood, coal, 
coke, gas, kerosene, and gasoline. Wood, coal, and coke were 
heavy to handle and left residues of ashes which had to be 
removed; kerosene stoves often smoked and gave off an un- 
holy odor, while both kerosene and gasoline were dangerous. 
Only gas stoves offered cleanliness and ease in action, but 
they were few in number because the production of artificial 
gas was limited, and gas pipe lines had not yet spread about 
the country. The result was, in general, that the housewife of 
1905 not only spent a great deal of time preparing meals and 
keeping the heating stoves going, but also had to carry fuel 
to the stoves and cart the ashes away. Finally, in the intervals 
when the stoves were permitted to cool, they had to be cleaned 
and polished. 


A Prophecy Realized 

In 1905, the catalog ventured a prophecy: “Kerosene oil 
for fuel has proven so far superior to all other fuels during 
the recent coal famine, that its future for cooking purposes is 
established and rooted as firmly as the Rock of pibraltar.” 

Thirty years later, the catalog shows full-fledged kerosene 
ranges capable of doing anything done' by other ranges, and 
they are so popular that four pages are employed to describe 
four models. 

Gasoline does more these days than run the family car; it 
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also runs the family stove in thousands of homes. The catalog 
tells us of gasoline ranges “with everything that a city gas- 
range can give you,” simple, easy to clean, and enameled in 
“artistic two-tone colors.” 

One of Sears’ customers — Mrs. John Fraher of Elmwood 
Park, Illinois, writes (in 1939) to say what her catalog gas 
range has done for her: “I Bake 60 Loaves of Bread Daily, 
besides half a dozen pies, several pans of muffins — and on 
Saturdays an additional dozen pans of pecan rolls. I find your 
oversize oven, with its perfect insulation, a big help in my 
baking — it bakes so evenly — ^and the temperature of my 
kitchen doesn’t become uncomfortable. Your gas range is cer- 
tainly a beauty.” 

But what if natural or artificial gas is not available in a 
given community? It makes no difference. Gas may be used 
just the same. It is available as bottled gas. The catalog says : 
“Bottled Gas. , . . We factory-equip our gas ranges to burn 
almost any make of Bottled Gas furnished in steel tanks. 
When ordering be sure to tell us the B.T.U. content and 
which make of Bottled Gas you are going to use.” 

Sears points out the time- and work-saving advantages of 
its De Luxe Electric Range — Price $134.95. “Gives you a 
new lease on home-life. Gives You Time Off From Kitchen 
Duty. Oven Heat Control and Automatic Timer do oven 
watching for you. Cooking Timer watches top cooking for 
you. Set it for any time from a minute to an hour.” 

Women are no longer tied to the kitchen or to the kitchen 
stove. 

Every Man His Own Barber 

The 1905 catalog offers many models of hair clippers for 
home use, and the traveler in rural regions of the country is 
familiar with the spectacle of parents clipping their children’s 
hair, or (among Southern Negroes) of families seated on 
the front porch in summer looking carefully through one an- 
other’s hair with a fine-tooth instrument locally known as a 
“can’t-you-don’t-you” comb. But by 1935, even the simple 
manual-labor job of hair clipping has been taken over by 

—413 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


electricity, and the catalog offers ''the ideal electric hair clip- 
per for home use.” Here, too, are listed many labor-saving 
devices and comfort-giving gadgets unknown in most cases 
thirty years ago. 

Sewing-machine motors: "Here’s a real labor saver for 
your home ! Why not let it take over the drudgery of running 
your sewing machine?” 

Electric waffle irons : "Every waffle baked just right with- 
out watching!” 

Bread toasters: "Toast turns automatically when door is 
lowered.” 

Electric ice-cream freezers: "Turn over the tough job of 
cranking the freezer to this powerful motor-driven machine.” 

Electric coffee percolators; electric mixers for foods; juice 
extractors; nursery-bottle warmers; heating pads for the 
body, and for an America that has recently discovered the 
sun, electric sun lamps. The list of these gadgets is endless 
but, of the more important electrical devices, the following 
numbers were in use in 1936:* 

Ranges 1,450,000 

Flatirons 21,750,000 

Toasters 10,250,000 

Percolators 6,000,000 


Home Heating 

The American home is the best heated — or, according to 
foreign visitors, the most overheated — ^home in the world. 
It is only within the past thirty years, however, that central 
heating has come to be widely used in the American home, 
and the catalog of 1905 has little to say on the subject. 

But in 1915, Sears introduces the subject with a little lec- 
ture on the Eskimo : "Consider the Eskimo. What a hard 
winter he has of it I Six months of continuous darkness and 
extreme cold. 

"His home is a snow igloo. . . . He never builds anything 
larger than a small one-room house with Ipw ceiling and no 

* Source : Edison Electric Institute. 
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windows. If he built an3d;hing larger he would be unable to 
keep it warm enough to live in, for he depends upon a small 
open oil flame burning from a hollowed out stone lamp. . . . 
The result is the entire family is compelled to eat, sleep, work 
and live in a single small, close apartment. A bare existence 
is all the Eskimo gets out of life.” 

It isn’t enough merely to pity the poor Eskimo. The point 
is that some Americans, according to the catalog, are living 
almost like Eskimos: 

“. . . There are still many people throughout our land who 
spend their winters in a manner approaching somewhat the 
life of the Eskimo. With the coming on of cold days in the 
fall they abandon the summer kitchen and do the cooking in 
the dining room. The parlor or front room is closed oflf with 
folding doors and the upstairs bedrooms are practically unin- 
habitable. The family life is contracted into the two or three 
rooms which can be kept comfortably warm.” 

This is an unquestionably veracious picture of life as it 
was lived in thousands of American homes. Because it was 
true, a wide field lay open for the sale of central-heating ap- 
pliances. The catalog then gets down to business: “Our 
Warm Air Heating Plants are installed in old houses prac- 
tically as easily as in new houses. With the heating plant in- 
stalled, the whole house ... is pleasantly and comfortably 
warmed all winter long. Any handy person who can use the 
common tools found in every home can do the work in first 
class manner with the assistance of our simple and complete 
directions. . . . Our average price for a complete Warm Air 
Heating Plant ... for the average six or seven-room house, 
is about $70.00. . . .” 

As time passed, more and more heating plants were in- 
stalled in American homes; the catalog found it no longer 
necessary to draw pictures of shivering Eskimos wrapped in 
arctic gloom, and in 1939 it merely described and illustrated 
a large variety of furnaces spread over eleven pages. Central 
heating has long been accepted as necessary. Now comes an 
innovation. “Fresh Warm Air in Every Nook and Corner 
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with Hercules Modified Air Conditioner.” Once the home in 
cold climates was almost hermetically sealed in order to re- 
tain the heat of the stove and keep out cold air, but now the 
order of the day is warmth plus fresh air. The Hercules Air 
Conditioner “rapidly circulates clean, filtered air throughout 
the house. Filters remove 95% of dust, germs and pollen. 
Stale air is replaced with this clean air from four to seven 
times an hour. . . .” 

And in the summer, the Hercules “Delivers cool basement 
air to living rooms in hot weather — a great comfort.” 

In the old days, even when a family had installed a coal- 
burning furnace, somebody had to keep the fire going and 
frequently regulate it in order to control the temperature. 
These days, says the catalog, are gone forever, because many 
of its coal furnaces are fitted with thermostatic controls 
which automatically control the heat and automatic stokers 
that pitch the coal: “Save steps, save fuel, save doctor bills, 
with Sears Temperature Controls. . . . With the Hercules 
Electric Clock Thermostat you can plan your 24-hour pro- 
gram of heating. . . . You can sleep in fresh cool rooms and 
arise in a warm cozy house. . . .” 

If you have a Hercules Coal Stoker, “You’ll cut down ex- 
posure to colds if your living room is not roasting one hour 
and chilly the next — as is frequently the case with old fash- 
ioned hand-firing. You’ll save endless trips to the basement 
trying to nurse along a fire on a cold day. . . .” 

Through the use of devices such as these, the glowing 
stove and the crackling hearth fire of the American home are 
gradually being extinguished. They were, it is true, cheerful 
and colorful and intimate as the family life centered about 
them, but they were also relatively inefficient, they required 
constant watching and work, and so their doom is upon them 
in a country that yearly becomes more and more mechanized. 

The Saturday>Nigbt Bath 

The Saturday-night bath was a reality in American life 
long before it became a joke in the standard vaudeville reper- 
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toire. Personal cleanliness itself is largely a product of mod- 
ern times; for long centuries, the generality of men rarely 
bathed or washed more than their exposed features such as 
the face and the hands. Thus, according to Lancelot Hogben, 
in his Genetic Principles in Medicine and Social Science: 

Adequate toilet facilities . . . were only slowly Intro- 
duced into the homes of the middle class (England) late 
in the nineteenth century. Earlier the bathtub was re- 
garded as a superfluity in the palace of Versailles, and the 
bathtub was removed and put in the garden for a fountain. 

There is ample evidence that the inhabitants of the palace 
acted in the spirit of Philip of Spain, who had authorized 
the destruction of all public baths left by the Moors on 
the grounds that washing the body was a heathen custom 
dangerous to believers. 

The world may once have been filled with chevaliers pure 
and above reproach, but the drab fact is that they did not 
wash behind the ears. 

The Grea,t American Desire to Wash is now such a marked 
feature of this country that we are likely to believe it is of 
ancient origin on our soil. But it is a relatively new desire. 
In the 1840’s, the bathtub was widely denounced as an epi- 
curean English innovation whose widespread use would 
surely corrupt the democratic simplicity of the republic. The 
medical profession warned against its use on medical 
grounds. The bathtub, it said, produced rheumatic fevers, 
inflamed lungs, and zymotic diseases. It was not enough, 
however, merely to warn the people against this dangerous 
agent; some persons would be foolhardy enough to use the 
bathtub despite all warnings. This situation obviously called 
for a law, and in 1843 an ordinance was introduced into the 
Philadelphia Common Council prohibiting bathing between 
November first and March fifteenth of each year. The ordi- 
nance failed of passage by only two votes. In Virginia, heavy 
water rates were levied against those who had bathtubs, and a 
tax of thirty dollars was assessed against their owners in cer- 
tain towns. When President Fillmore installed a bathtub in the 
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White House in 1851, he was widely denounced for import- 
ing a “monarchial luxury into the official residence of the 
Chief Executive of the Republic,” and was pointedly told that 
he could dispense with it since other Presidents had struggled 
along without bathtubs. 

The present American frenzy for bathing and washing is 
the result, in part, of the advance of scientific knowledge 
which brought about the Germ Era. The horrible conse- 
quences of germ ravages were soon made known to every 
man, woman, and child in the country. But it is also the re- 
sult, in part, of the release from pioneer days. Americans 
were then crowded together in little cabins lacking every- 
thing except the bare necessaries of living, so that the bath 
was a luxury to be yearned for, and was later to become a 
symbol of plenty. “Cleanliness is next to godliness” is an atti- 
tude which sprang more from a starved dream of a heaven 
filled with oceans of warm, clean, sudsy water, than a stern 
ambition merely to have everyone wash his neck. The spread 
of this attitude is vividly shown in the increasingly large 
numbers of pages devoted by the catalog to bathtubs and 
bathrooms. 

The tubs of 1905, by comparison with those of today, are 
primitive-looking, ugly, and employ materials which have 
long gone out of plumbing fashion. For example : “Nickeloid 
Bath Tubs . . . constructed with an inner lining of heavy sheet 
zinc, both sides deposited with copper, and outside heavily 
nickel plated and polished to a mirror finish. Finished on the 
outside in a beautifully tinted nile green. . . . Legs bronzed 
in pure gold.” This basin of beauty, for all its colors and 
metals, sold for only $10.50. 

Here, too, we find Plunge Bath Tubs made of tin with a 
wood bottom ; the kind that are associated with the legend of 
the Saturday-night bath. It was tubs such as these that kept 
millions of Americans reasonably washed throughout long 
years of the growing republic. These tubs were placed in the 
warm kitchen close to the supply of hot water boiling on the 
stove, and one by one the family bathed. 
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Long before 1939, the bathroom had become one of the 
most important rooms in the American home, while bath- 
rooms and bathing had acquired an eminence scarcely 
achieved since the great days of Rome. For a number of 
years, fashion magazines have been publishing photographs 
and rhapsodic descriptions of the luxurious and often bizarre 
bathrooms of society leaders in Europe and America. Two 
seasons ago, one scene of a successful play on the New York 
stage — The Women — ^was laid in a bathroom. Here the audi- 
ence saw one of the heroines splashing about in the tub, greet- 
ing friends, and chatting gaily over the telephone within 
arm’s reach. 

In small towns, too, the bathroom is the pride of thousands 
of homes, and the traveler in America is no longer astonished 
when his hostess insists upon showing him the beauty of her 
bathroom with its recessed tub, its mother-of-pearl-decorated 
johnny, its electric heaters, and innumerable other gadgets. 
It is not surprising, therefore, to find in 1939 that Sears has 
a Bath Shop and that the catalog advises its readers to 
“Splash Your Bath With Color,” by using, among other 
things, colorful shower curtains : “A new bathroom for an 
old one with Sears stunning new shower curtains ! . . . Five 
lovely colors ... so your bathroom can be joyously bright or 
delicately subdued.” 

If the daily bath is now an essential part of the living rou- 
tine of millions of Americans, so is the daily weighing of the 
body in a country where fat is feared as a supreme enemy. 
The catalog tells us: “You . . . are not as young as you look 
... But as young as you weigh! ... So make it a habit to 
weigh yourself daily on an accurate Sears scale.” And the 
scales are in the bathroom where one may weigh without 
clothes. 

In 1939, Sears sells bathtubs and other fixtures separately 
if you want them. But in order to achieve proper bathroom 
beauty and harmony of design, it recommends “This Charm- 
ing Ensemble,” consisting of bathtub, lavatory, and johnny 
(elegantly called “closet” by the catalog). Efficiency is now 
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taken for granted, and Sears addresses itself to beauty: 
“Simple, straightline beauty in the modern manner. . . . Fit- 
tings are brass, finished in jewelry type chrome that gives a 
rich gleaming surface. ... A unique design to impart even 
more beauty to your bathroom. . . . They’re the finishing 
touch to a perfect bathroom ensemble.” 

The humble johnny is no longer permitted to be merely 
utilitarian. It, too, must be beautiful, and the catalog, speak- 
ing of those it offers, says they “Gleam And Glisten For 
Years. . . . Made Like The Finest China. . . .” Sears’ Aristo- 
crat johnny seats are guaranteed for five years against crack- 
ing, peeling, or discoloring, and the prospective customer is 
offered a wide choice of materials and colors, including 
“Mother-of -Pearl finish in heavy sheet celluloid applied by a 
special process that welds the sheets together. Beautiful flake 
design. . . . Comes in choice of five attractive colors : White, 
Green, Orchid, Ivory or Black. Price $3.95.” 

Luxuries such as The Corinth, The Downsurge, and The 
Elite johnnies, with their mother-of-pearl seats, are only for 
homes that having running water. Vast numbers of Ameri- 
can rural homes are, however, without running water and 
their inhabitants must resort to the old-fashioned outdoor 
privy. These privies are a characteristic feature of the Amer- 
ican rural landscape, and their importance in our scheme of 
living is attested to by the fact that one of the great jobs of 
rural rejuvenation undertaken by the Federal government 
was to build thousands of new privies designed in Washing- 
ton by competent toilet architects. Characteristically, this in- 
novation sometimes aroused resentment as well as approba- 
tion. A North Carolina mountaineer, residing near Hung 
Yearling Gap, said bitterly that the government had done 
him wrong, because his WPA privy had been built with an 
in-swinging instead of an out-swinging door and this kept 
him from talking to his friends as they walked along the 
near-by road. But in 1939, even this last landmark of rural 
America seems about to be flushed away by the torrent of 
modern invention. 
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“If Your Home Is Without Running Water,” says the 
catalog, “Your Family Deserves the Comfort And Health 
Protection Of The New DeLuxe Handee Indoor Toilet.” We 
are then told that : 

Public health officials . . . agree that failure to provide 
convenient, sanitary toilet facilities in many American 
homes is a serious health menace. They know that much 
of the stomach disorders and intestinal ill-health suffered 
by our adult rural population can often be traced to lack 
of convenient toilet facilities and the resultant develop- 
ment of the “deferring habit.” 

You owe it to yourself and to your children to break 
the “deferring habit.” Your children especially are en- 
titled to a life of good health, which must be started when 
they are young. 

The Indoor Sanitary Toilet is a real aid to good health. 
Unsanitary outdoor toilets are a menace to the community 
as well as to the individual, since they spread the germs of 
typhoid, dysentery and hookworm diseases. . . . 

Fortunately for rural Americans, the price of the DeLuxe 
Handee Indoor Toilet is low. It costs only $7.79. And it 
marks perhaps the passing of one of the few remaining pio- 
neer institutions — the outdoor privy. 

The Highest Level of Comfort 

The consequence of invention and technological progress 
in machines for the home is that the American home has be- 
come the most comfortable home in the world. It is easier to 
run than homes elsewhere, and the American housewife en- 
joys more leisure than any other. The problem, however, of 
extending the use of these machines to the homes occupied 
by millions of persons who cannot now afford them has so 
far defied solution. 
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I T IS springtime in Charleston, South Carolina, and the old 
town is filled with tourists come to see her famous gardens. 
Among them is Mrs. Oscar B. Tutwiler, the vitamin-irradi- 
ated gardener of Julian Meade’s Adam’s Profession and its 
Conquest by Eve. Mrs. Tutwiler ignores her Negro guide 
while she takes charge and discourses to her friends : 

“. . . This,” she exclaims, stopping by an English holly . . . 
“is that darling of the Ilex family. Ilex aquifolium. Isn’t it 
superb? And it’s another superb treasure the Yankees can’t 
have. Doesn’t like New England winters and I can’t blame it. 
Now, Boy, you must be sure to tell the visitors that it’s aqui- 
folium. Don’t you mix it with yunnanensis. 

“Why, only the other day I was telling Oscar B. that I had 
never given the Ilex family the attention they deserve. I’ve 
never grown any except aquifolium and that plain, vulgar 
American one. Ilex opaca. But Oscar B. seems to think I 
should keep to the same old varieties. Sometimes I feel that 
Oscar B. has so little zest when it comes to horticulture. He’ll 
buy me anything in the world but he leaves me too much by 
myself. . . .” 

There have always been Mrs. Oscar B. Tutwilers in Amer- 
ica; now they are merely more numerous than ever before in 
a richer and more leisurely country. They were once mission- 
ary-society ladies, crusaders for this or that Cause, or im- 
placable hunters of Culture; recently they have gone in for 
gardening. All over the country, garden-club ladies now dig, 
weed, and reap; visit one another’s gardens singly and in 
droves ; go off on long trips, called pilgrimages, to the famous 
gardens of Charleston, Mobile, and Natchez. They pore over 
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seed catalogs; exchange bulbs and information; torture the 
peacefully dead Latin language; study Japanese flower ar- 
rangement; hire lecturers; construct Oriental rock gardens 
in Louisiana and formal English gardens in Kansas; lobby 
against billboards that deface the highways ; insist that road- 
sides be planted with trees and shrubs to beautify them; en- 
courage the preservation of birds, and spend millions of dol- 
lars annually for seeds, plants, fertilizers, gardeners’ labor, 
and garden accessories. Amateur gardening is now big busi- 
ness in the United States, and a constant source of amaze- 
ment to foreign visitors. Mrs. Constance Spry, an English 
authority on flowers, reports her observations in Harper’s 
Bazaar for July, 1939 : 

To a stranger from a country where flowers are used 
lightheartedly and where women seem to be preoccupied 
with digging to the exclusion of getting together, the 
Garden Club movement in America is a bewilderment and 
its first impact staggering. With every trip I make I learn 
more and more of its activities and ramifications — ^the 
restoration of ancient houses and gardens, the road beauti- 
fication, the preservation of wild life, and the spread of 
knowledge about gardens and gardening. My first, last, 
and all-the-time feelings about this garden movement are 
of admiration and amazement. . . . 

Gardening in America is not a mere matter of millions of 
individual women casually playing with spades and watering 
pots among their shrubs. It is a Movement, and since there 
cannot be a Movement without an organization, and since 
America is addicted to both movements and organizations, 
garden-club ladies are highly organized into local clubs which 
are affiliated with state clubs and these in turn with national 
organizations. No country in the world exhibits such a pas- 
sion for individuality and for communal effort as America, 
and here the ladies are running true to American form. Theif 
gardening activities, moreover, are marked by an appalling 
and almost demonic energy. 

Consider the Garden Club of America. This organization, 
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writes Mary Van Rennselaer Thayer in Vogue for March, 
1939, . . is a rich and distinguished organization, whose 

leading light in New York is probably Mrs. Harold Pratt. 
More cosmopolitan than it sounds, members of this paragon 
of Garden Clubs make an annual junket to some spot of un- 
usual interest. This year, they’ll be olf, en masse, to Texas, 
for a short jaunt for those more ardent ones who once 
trekked all the way to Japan to look at a few gardens.-. . .” 

If gardening is a fashionable and vigorous activity among 
wealthy women in wealthy communities, it is equally fash- 
ionable and is conducted with equal vigor in poorer commu- 
nities by women of modest incomes. The state of Mississippi 
is the poorest state in the Union, but nonetheless it is an ac- 
tive gardening state. Some glimpse of its activities may be 
had from an article by Mrs. J. D. Duncan, President of the 
Garden Clubs of Mississippi, that appeared in Holland’s 
Magazine (June, 1939) : 

. . . Our membership . . . has studied conscientiously to 
make our gardens conform more carefully to certain es- 
tablished rules which make for a more beautiful garden 
picture. . . . Interest in developing perfect specimens has 
created specialists in roses, dahlias, peonies, camellias, and 
azaleas. The Mississippi Rose Society was formed as a 
result of interest in rose culture. . . . 

. . . Our Junior Chairman is very active in forming new 
clubs, that they may develop a sweet appreciation of 
nature, and a realization of the need for the preservation 
of our wild flowers and bird life. Many clubs have demon- 
strated, in rural communities, the proper planting of 
native trees and shrubs, showing that home beautification 
can be accomplished with little expenditure of money. . , . 

Moreover, in a country where the sexual virility of the 
male gardener was once suspect, there are now men’s gar- 
den clubs and unashamed male gardeners. The observer of 
million-faceted American life cannot but be struck by the 
recent widespread interest in gardens. And all this, like so 
many other developments, is fully recorded in the catalog. 
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The Verbena of Yesteryear 

It was not until 1905 that Sears opened its seed depart- 
ment “which we have been compelled to establish at the ur- 
gent demand of our customers who were daily sending us 
inquiries for seeds and plants from all parts of the coun- 
try. . . The new venture began with a special seed catalog 
and two pages in the general catalog, shared equally between 
flower and vegetable seeds. The star offering was : 

“Yellowstone Flower Seed Collection. Eighteen Varieties 
of the Most Beautiful Flowers of the Best and Most Popular 
Varieties, only 29 cents,” 

For 29 cents, the customer received: 


1 package Alyssum 
1 package Astor 
1 package Batchelor’s 
Button 

1 package Calliopsis 
1 package Foxglove 
1 package Butterfly 
Flower 

1 package Phlox . 

1 package Pink 


1 package Poppy 
1 package Sweet Peas 
1 package Verbena 
1 package Marigold 
1 package Mignonette 
1 package Mourning 
Bride 

1 package Nasturtium 
1 package Pansy 
1 package Petunia 


Canned Gardens 

The 1905 catalog was content merely to list seeds and 
leave it to the gardener to plant them as she saw fit, on the 
theory that a woman who bought flower seeds knew what to 
do with them. In 1935, however, there were apparently thou- 
sands of women who wanted gardens and yet who knew noth- 
ing about gardening; who wanted flowers but did not want 
to take the trouble of cultivating and weeding flower beds. 
For these tired novitiates. Sears prepared, as nearly it could, 
a canned garden. Open the package, stir according to direc- 
tions, and flowers in planned arrangements rise before your 
eyes with the magic of a Hollywood film and the opulence of 
nature on the loose. 

“The New Way To Grow A Garden. 
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“A gorgeous garden . . . professionally planned . . . per- 
fectly balanced ... a garden that thrives with little or no 
weeding or watering. 

“Here is flower gardening at its best. Hundreds of varied 
blooms . . . daring colors and delicate pastels . . . yet each one 
fits into the carefully planned patterns so as to contrast its 
loveliness to the utmost. . . 

It is now as easy to have a canned garden as to -have 
canned soup. It is all done through “The New Come-Pakt 
Planned Garden [a patent and product of International Pa- 
per Company] . The seeds are in numbered packets to corre- 
spond with numbered sections on the pattern. You simply 
plant the seeds through the holes in the pattern. Come-Pakt 
brings you a symphony of loveliness.” 

Old-fashioned dirt gardeners who know their way about 
with a hoe, who do not mind looking a weed full in the face, 
and who have minds and floral prejudices of their own, are 
not compelled to buy canned gardens. They are given a large 
choice of bulbs, vines, roots, shrubs, shade trees, and hedges, 
among which they may root and grub and water from dawn 
until that evening sun goes down. So numerous now have 
these gardeners become that ten pages of the catalog are re- 
quired to exhibit the wares collected for them under Sears’ 
roof : cash-register eloquence testifying to the great growth 
of gardening in America. 


Our Beloved Enemy— Leisure 

The gardens and garden clubs of America are thickly 
sprinkled with Mrs. Oscar B. Tutwilers: fugitive ladies 
whose interests are one day in Babylon and the next day in 
China relief. They are as much a part of American life as 
Coca-Cola and chewing gum. But the nation-wide spread of 
gardening cannot be accounted for merely because of their 
present passion for it, or because many former culture-club 
ladies have dropped Napoleon to take up tuberous begonias. 
The reasons lie farther afield. 

Gardening, in part, is the result of greater leisure avail- 
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able to middle-class women who now have smaller families 
and greater numbers of labor-saving devices in the home 
than they had earlier in the century. Leisure itself has come 
suddenly and as something of a shock to a hitherto pressed 
and hurrying country, and we do not yet know what to do 
with it or how to employ it. It is also the expression of an 
esthetic awakening on the part of many women and, if it is 
an awakening still clouded with drowsiness and obscured by 
remembrance of things past, it is nonetheless the mark of a 
healthful awareness that once did not exist. Women have be- 
come sensitive to the bleakness and ugliness of the towns and 
the homes in which they dwell, and of the dreariness of the 
streets that crisscross their town. They have found that ex- 
traordinary transformations may be wrought around un- 
painted, shabby houses by planting heavenly-blue morning 
glories to twine up their porches; that nasturtiums blooming 
in the window boxes of tenements relieve the grayness of 
their surroundings; that lonely cabins high in the Appala- 
chians are gayer for dahlias blooming in the front yard. 

It is indubitable, too, that the rose, like the horse, has 
played its part in social climbing. Many a small-town woman 
has used her garden to get into parlors she had never before 
entered. But the evidence is convincing that, apart from a 
few Mrs. Oscar B. Tutwilers and social climbers, interest in 
gardening, among the majority of women who practice it, 
is a healthy interest flowering out of a realization of the 
amenities it affords. 
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Part Three 
GENTLEMEN 


This section is devoted to the merchandise satisfactions of 
men. These satisfactions, by contrast with those of women, 
are pale and puny; they reflect creatures zvho, when com- 
pared with women, seem like primitives, still in a primitive 
state of development. 

Here we begin with pistols — one of the male’s imperative 
needs in 1905 — and end with a study of the changing tools 
and the changing farm of the man on the land. But even the 
American male has his moments, and we consider him at 
play in a chapter on sports and sporting goods. Finally, be- 
cause men must cover their nakedness and because the slowly 
changing wearing apparel of men affords some clues to the 
changing manners of this group of archconservatives, we 
have included two chapters on men’s clothes. 

This section is concerned with: pistols and sports and 
sporting goods; men’s clothing and meal’s furnishings; tools, 
agricultural machinery, and the farm. 




22 - EVERY MAN HiS OWN POLICEMAN 


Andrew Jackson, seventh President of the United 
States, had been living with his wife Rachel for two years 
when they learned that her divorce from her first husband 
was not valid. A proper decree was obtained, and they re- 
married at once. Then he got out a pair of pistols, cleaned 
and oiled them, and put them in condition to use upon the 
first man who made a slighting remark about his wife. 

These pistols were kept ready for use for 37 years. At 
least twice they were used. The first time no one was hurt 
except a bystander, presumably innocent, and he not badly. 

But the second offender died. Therafter, people eschewed 
reference to adultery when Andrew Jackson was within 
earshot.* 

P ISTOL toting is an old American custom. There was a time 
not so long ago in many parts of the country when men 
carried pistols with the same nonchalance with which Eng- 
lishmen carry umbrellas. And just as in the uncertain cli- 
mate of England an umbrella may become necessary at any 
moment, so, too, in the uncertain moral climate of America a 
man could never know when he might need his pistol. Con- 
sequently, the citizen, particularly in the South and West, 
would no more leave home without his pistol than without 
his pants. 

If the catalog is a criterion, the number of pistols in the 
hands of the people in 1905 must have been enormous. It 
devotes six pages to revolvers and revolver cartridges, and 
that means sales running into thousands of pieces. By this 
time, the frontier had already been practically closed for fif- 

* Gerald W. Johnson, Andrew Jackson, An Epic in Homespun. 
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teen years (since 1890), but in many sections of the South 
and West, the law did not reach far from the county seats ; 
the roads were poor; communications were uncertain; the 
lands were sparsely settled; pioneer habits of self-protection 
persisted, and men continued to be a law unto themselves. In 
many cases, the law itself, with its delays, circumlocutions, 
miscarriages of justice because of technicalities, and the high 
cost of litigation, frequently led to homicide. Typical of the 
point of view of the frontier — and its attitudes still persist 
in the South and West — was the action recently taken in the 
large city of El Paso, Texas, by an old rancher. 

This man, well along in years, had lived for a long time on 
a small ranch near El Paso earning a meager living for him- 
self and his wife. Then oil was discovered in his neighbor- 
hood, and a young lawyer of El Paso — we shall call him 
Suggs — ^hailed old man Edwards into his office and induced 
him to sign a document that swindled him out of his ranch. 
Edwards might have gone to the law, but he went instead 
to his pistol, put it in his pocket, and visited Suggs’ office. 

“Mr. Suggs,” he said, “I’ve come to kill you. I hate to do 
it because I haven’t killed a man since 1889, and I hate to 
kill you, but there just ain’t anything else I can do. I’m an old 
man and you’re about to put me and my wife in the poor- 
house. I ain’t got the money to go to law, and even if I did 
have it, it would be so long before the court decided that I’d 
be dead by then, so I’ll just have to kill you and be done with 
it Maybe it’ll learn you a lesson.” 

The lawyer, who knew that the old man meant business, 
said he didn’t have any intention of cheating Edwards out 
of his land, and that if he thought so he’d immediately give 
him back his deed to the ranch. 

“No, sir,” replied Edwards, “that ain’t no good at all. I 
know you’ll give me a deed and just as soon as I’m out of 
this office, you’ll call Sheriff Jimmy Brown and tell Jimmy 
that you give me a deed under duress and not to record it. 
Then I’ll just have to come back here and kill you anyhow, 
and I reckon I might as well do it now.” 
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All this very quietly, without rancor on the part of the old 
man, but with apparently unshakable determination to go 
ahead with his murdering. The lawyer, however, pleaded and 
begged for his life. Edwards finally took his word that he 
would give him a deed and say nothing to the sheriff. In a 
few minutes, he marched out of the office with the document 
in his pocket and went to the courthouse to record it. On ar- 
riving there, he found the sheriff waiting for him on the 
steps. 

“Ned,” said the sheriff, “Joe Suggs just told me on the 
phone that you said if he didn’t give you a deed to your prop- 
erty and let him record it, you’d kill him.” 

“And what did you tell him?” asked the old man. 

“I told him I thought you would,” replied the sheriff. 

Whereupon the rancher went into the courthouse, recorded 
his deed, and returned to his wife and his lands. 

If homicides sometimes arise from the inadequacies or the 
delays of the law — and not all cases end as happily as this 
Texas case — ^they arise also from unwritten codes of honor 
— particularly in the South and West. In these sections, it 
was almost obligatory upon a man to kill his wife’s lover. If, 
instead of resorting to his pistol, he had resorted to the 
courts and sued the lover for the alienation of his wife’s af- 
fections, he would have been laughed out of the community. 
So, too, he was called upon to, fight or to kill if another man 
called him a son of a bitch or impugned his honor in general. 
And on the other side, women, instead of going to Reno 
when they found that their husbands were having a love af- 
fair with another woman, were likely to go to the hardware 
store, buy a pistol, and shoot the other woman full of holes. 
In these cases, the approval of the community was mani- 
fested by the fact that the killer rarely, if ever, went to jail, 
and frequently was not even arrested or subjected to any 
annoyance greater than a perfunctory hearing before a sym- 
pathetic justice of the peace. 

The absence of effective libel laws in this country has also 
resulted in many killings, especially of local politicians in the 
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South and the West. It is, of course, a monstrous thing that 
these gentry are permitted to go about the country assassi- 
nating the characters of honest men, libeling and lying about 
them, without any curb whatsoever upon their clattering 
tongues. But often the curb has been applied in the form of 
a Colt’s .45, and it is still occasionally applied, although, in 
the South, some concession to the softness of modern times 
is made. Warnings now often precede shootings — ^warnings 
in the form of newspaper notices to a politician that if he 
persists in lying about Joe Jones on the public platform Joe 
will kill him at sight. These notices are usually sufficient to 
reduce the flow of slander to a reasonable volume. 

This, however, must be remembered. Whatever the state 
of the law, whatever the degree of civilization or settlement 
in a community, we are the most lawless and violent people 
in the world, with our violence expressing itself so frequently 
in homicide that we lead all other nations in this category of 
crime. And the common instrument of homicide is the pistol. 

Nowadays we associate killings with the brawls and bat- 
tles of frontier mining camps and cattle towns, and they cer- 
tainly contributed their share to our bloody legend. But the 
farther we recede in time from frontier days, the higher 
goes our homicide rate. According to Hoffman, an authority 
on American homicide statistics, the rate for thirty-one cit- 
ies, with a total population of 25,000,000 in 1930, rose from 
5.1 per 100,000 in 1900 to 10.9 in 1930. The Wickersham 
Commission estimated 8,720 homicides for the whole country 
in 1930. 

The homicide industry is at its lowest ebb in the industrial 
New England states ; at its highest point in the agricultural 
Southern states. This is in keeping with what seems almost 
a universal law of crime throughout the world: the homi- 
cidal tendency is greatest in warm countries. In our own 
South, the high rate of killing is given a sharp boost by the 
large percentage of Negroes in the population, whose un- 
happy distinction it is that they excel their white competitors 
in murder and manslaughter by a ratio of seven to one. It 
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must be noted, however, that the homicidal tendencies of 
Negroes are not confined to Southern Negroes but apply to 
Northern Negroes as well, both in rural and urban areas. 
Whether the high homicide rate of Negroes arises, as some 
investigators maintain, from repressions suffered at the 
hands of whites which cause them to become violent and 
express their violence in murder (usually against their own 
brethren), or whether it arises from a complex of other 
causes, is a moot point. In the state of Mississippi, we see the 
homicide rate responding to the law of warm countries, and 
we note the effect upon it of its Negro group which makes 
up more than one half of the total population. L. J. Folse, 
executive director of the Mississippi State Planning Com- 
mission, has issued a report in which he describes Mississippi 
as the world’s leading center of crime : 

There is no place in the world where homicides are 
more prevalent than in Mississippi. In 1935 the homicide 
rate in Mississippi was higher than the homicide rate of 
any other country in the world. . . . Such a record is an 
indictment of the state. In 1935 there were 535 homicides 
in Mississippi, with the homicide rate of 26.2 for 100,000 
population. Florida, with a homicide rate of 25.1 was 
second to Mississippi, and New Hampshire with a 
homicide rate of 1.0 was the lowest among the states. It 
is interesting to note that the homicide rate in Mississippi 
was 26 times greater than that of Maine. 

The whites of the South, while committing their share of 
shootings and killings, often encourage Negroes to follow in 
their footsteps. “Negroes are frequently released from jail 
when an important white man telephones to protest that ‘you 
got a nigger of mine in jail there, and I wish you’d let him 
come on back home and finish picking his crop.’ That fre- 
quently marks the end of the case. It often happens, too, that 
when a Negro sharecropper shoots or stabs another on the 
plantation premises, he is never arrested or molested by offi- 
cers of the law. The planter is not willing to lose the services 
of a good worker, and in any event, he feels that violence 

—435 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


among Negroes is naturally to be expected, is of no moral 
or social consequence whatsoever, and the whole affair is 
soon forgotten. Obviously, this encourages crime among 
Negroes.” * 

Many Southern Negroes attach themselves, in the feudal 
manner, to a white man for protection. They are certain that 
their “white folks” are all-powerful men whose voices could 
make kings and potentates, as well as sheriffs, tremble. With- 
out question, they believe, the white protector can get “his 
niggers” out of jail at any time an3rwhere in the world. The 
result, of course, is that these Negroes, believing themselves 
immune from the law, are much more likely to commit a 
homicide than a Negro who has no white folks. An incident 
occurred in Vicksburg a few years ago which, although it 
ended peacefully enough, illustrates at once the attitude of 
Southern Negroes toward their white folks and their pro- 
found reverence for “de Law” in the person of a policeman. 

A Memphis banker by the name of Saunders drove from 
his home to Vicksburg, a distance of about 250 miles, with 
his Negro chauffeur. Son James. On the return trip, Mr. 
Saunders asked Son what he had done in Vicksburg. Son 
said; “Well, suh, w’en I lef’ you de other night, I went to git 
me some vittles. I went at de cafe an’ w’en I come in I heard 
a rattlin’ an’ went out in de back. It was a big nigger on de 
flo’ huntin’ for a nine. Naw, suh, I didn’t git in de game. 
Dem niggers had too many diffunces [razors]. 

“I come on out front an’ wuz drinkin’ me a soda-pop an’ 
talkin’ to a cullud lady w’en a white po-liceman come in. He 
say, ‘Nigger, what you doin’ here?’ I say, ‘I come to Vicks- 
burg drivin’ my boss-man.’ ‘Who is yo’ boss-man?’ I say it 
was you, Mr. Saunders, what’s at de bank. I say he had 
shorely heard tell of you. He didn’t say no mo’, an’ I didn’t 
say no mo’. Jes’ kep’ a-talkin’ to de cullud lady. 

“One of my foots was kinder ’vanced out in front of de 
other an’ de po-liceman he was spittin’ ’baccer juice on it. I 
kep’ on drinking my pop an’ de po-liceman he kep’ a-spittin’ 

* David L. Cohn, God Shakes Creation, p. 158. 
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an’ a-spittin’ on my foot.” Mr. Saunders asked him why he 
did not pull his foot out of the tobacco-juice stream. “Naw, 
suh,” Son replied, “I wasn’t goin’ to pull in my foot whilst 
de Law was spittin’ on it.” 

Another reason, perhaps, for the frequency of homicide in 
the South is the leniency of punishment. Men are rarely 
hanged for murder. Prison sentences are seldom entirely 
served. In Mississippi, for example, the average time actu- 
ally served on a life sentence is seven years. 

Thus the homicide capital of the United States in 1930 
was not New York or Chicago, despite their widely publi- 
cized gang killings. It was Memphis. While New York had a 
homicide rate of 7.1 per 100,000 of population and Chicago 
14.4, Memphis left them far in the rear with its prodigious 
rate of 58.8. One’s chances, therefore, of coming to a violent 
end were almost eight times greater in Memphis than New 
York and about four times greater than in Chicago. Conse- 
quently, Memphis was equally desirable for the man who 
wanted to enter the cotton business or the Nietzschean dis- 
ciple anxious to “live dangerously.” 

Rural Griffle 

“Rural residence,” says Dr. Earnest A. Hooton, “puts a 
premium upon physical hardihood and restricts the choice of 
crime. Countrymen are prone to violence against persons, 
partly because of their physical equipment and partly because 
rustic life affords few opportunities for acquisitive offense. 
In general, one must rape, murder, or behave.” 

In the light of this theory, it is illuminating to look at the 
ledgers of the Mississippi State Penitentiary in 1935, con- 
taining the records of 787 prisoners committed from the rich 
Delta agricultural section of the state. They were serving 
sentences for the following crimes : 


Murder 304 

Manslaughter 92 

Burglary 149 

Burglary and larceny 70 
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Grand larceny 69 

Assault and battery with intent to kill 46 

Robbery 19 

Forgery . . . . 8 

Arson 3 

Attempt to rape 4 

Rape 1 

Violating age of consent ■ 1 

Obtaining property under false pretense . . 3 

Attempt to commit robbery ... . . .2 

Aiding jail breaks 3 

Robbery with firearms 2 

Highway robbery 5 

Possessing stolen goods 1 

Distilling ... 1 

Counterfeiting ... . ... .2 

Uttering forgery ... 2 


Thus, more than one half of this group, or 396 persons, 
were in prison for homicides; 447 had committed crimes 
against the person, and even the crimes against property 
usually took the violent forms of robbery and burglary. 

“The Right of the People to Bear Arms’’ 

The second article of the Bill of Rights says: “A well- 
regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free 
State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall 
not be infringed.” 

In 1905, this seems to have been interpreted in many sec- 
tions of the country to mean the right to keep weapons open 
or concealed. In any event, it is certain that Sears at that pe- 
riod sold pistols with no strings attached. No questions were 
asked. No permits from law officers were necessary. Pistols 
were sold as freely and with as little formality as rice and 
sugar. 

As cheap as they were, however, other lethal weapons of- 
fered by the catalog were still cheaper. Pistols had certain 
disadvantages which might have shocked some delicate and 
sensitive maimers and killers. Guns made loud, vulgar noises 
when fired; they made messes of their victims. For men who 

—438— 



EVERY MAN HIS OWN POLICEMAN 

desired to knock out their enemies without noise and with 
a minimum of messiness, the catalog offered three kinds of 
shot-filled billies. The golden mean seems to have been 
“Leather Billy, sewed down the side, loaded with shot, made 


Every Man a King 


of the best material, and cannot be equaled at the price. 
Length, 9 inches. Weight, about 9 ounces. Price, 35^.” 

Strafghf and Fancy SKoofing 

For the benefit, presumably, of the younger generation 
toting pistols for the first time on their unaccustomed hips, 
the catalog lays down a few instructions in nontechnical lan- 
guage: 

“When testing a revolver always take a muzzle rest, and 
shoot 5 or 6 consecutive shots at a bull’s eye without stop- 
ping, then examine your target and see how the shots group 
and how near the group is to your bull’s eye. This will give 
you an idea whether you should hold high, low, to the right 
or to the left of your mark. ... In order to become an expert 
shot it is quite necessary for you to become acquainted with 
the revolver you intend to shoot. . . .” 

Yes, Sir, She’s My Baby 

The afifection in which good men once held their pistols is 
shown by the name of one of the catalog’s models: Our 


The Voice of Experience 


Baby Hammerless Revolver. Our Baby was a cozy little 
trick with a long stock and a short barrel that a man could 
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keep snug and warm in his vest pocket. But this mere child, 
only four inches long and selling for $1.80, could spit fire and 
lead just as effectively as its bigger brothers. 

It was, however, but one of a number of vest-pocket re- 
volvers that were so common that it must have been difficult 
in 1905 to know whether a man was reaching for a fountain 
pen to sign a contract or for a pistol with which to sign a 
death warrant. Gallantry dictated, of course, that the ladies 
be protected, but, when gentlemen were not present to pro- 
tect them, they could rely confidently on Harrington & Rich- 
ardson’s Young America, Ladies’ Revolver. Ladies, in the 
American legend, are notoriously accurate pistol shots, but, 
since neither the demands of protecting honor nor of accu- 
racy could interfere with the stern necessities of chic. Young 
America was made with admirable compactness that pre- 
vented an unsightly bulge when worn to picnics or dinners. 
“It can be carried in the vest pocket as conveniently as a 
watch.” 

“Dot You Can’t Pass My Thlrty-eight” 

In that deathless mountain ballad, “Love, O Love, 0 Faith- 
less Love,” the lady who was wronged sings of vengeance 
and the lover who abandoned her in these lines : 

You pass my door, you pass my gate. 

But you can’t pass my thirty-eight. 

Our Baby and revolvers of the same ilk were merely, so 
to speak, household instruments for easy shooting in and 
around the home. But when serious business was ahead, 
when the game was big and tough, men (and women) wanted 
pistols that, in the apt phrase, “spoke with authority.” And 
the catalog provided them. 

Our $3.65 Frontier Revolver, a portable cannon, belonged 
in the category of stern weapons. It was a .44-caliber six- 
shooter, for “large and strong shooting,” and ingeniously 
constructed so that, if the battle became hot and you ran out 
of pistol cartridges, you could reload with rifle ammunition 
and keep going. 
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This gun, however, was just a mere killing weapon, good 
enough for ordinary bank robbers or crude deputy sheriffs. 
Men who loved the beauty of firearms would not have them, 
and the fact is that throughout the ages craftsmen have lav- 
ished extraordinary skill and care on instruments of death. 
The swords of Toledo and Damascus; the kris of the Malay; 
the intricately chased steel barrels and silver-inlaid stocks of 
flintlock rifles, and the beautiful Belgian and English shot- 
guns of our times testify to man’s love of beauty in his 
weapons. For connoisseurs of the pistol in the United States, 
the catalog provided one that was both decorative and use- 
ful. It was Colt’s Special Pearl Handle Revolver. “Cowboy’s 



Six Shooter with pearl handles. The right handle has an Ox 
Head carved in raised design and makes a handsome revol- 
ver. Weight 41 ounces. Price $20.00.” 

The Times Change 

As we have seen, no permit to buy a pistol from Sears was 
necessary in 1905. Ten years afterward, in 1915, it was still 
possible to buy a gun without a permit, but the catalog con- 
tains this : 

Notice to Purchasers 

We keep a record of the name, caliber and serial number 
of every revolver and pistol we sell, together with the 
name and address of the purchaser and the date of pur- 
chase. This record is open at all times to any accredited 
peace officer. We solicit only the trade of responsible and 
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reputable persons who have a legitimate right to purchase 
and own a revolver or pistol. We particularly solicit the 
trade of policemen, sheriffs, constables, game wardens, 
forest rangers, express and bank messengers and sports- 
men of unquestionable character. 

To enable us to properly discriminate in the filling of 
orders for pistols, we must insist that purchasers comply 
with the following requests : Give age. (We do not sell to 
minors.) Give occupation. Give name of two citizens of 
your town as character witnesses. 

These provisions were not sufficiently stringent to prevent 
anybody from acquiring a pistol through the mails, but it is 
significant that the pistol business had sharply dwindled 
since 1905. The six pistol pages of the catalog have now 
shrunk to only three pages, and 1915 was moving fast to- 
ward 1917, when millions of American boys would have the 
best pistols that money could buy put in their hands free of 
charge by the United States itself. 

Sears continued, however, to sell pistols until the spring 
of 1924. The catalog of that year gives no explanation why 
this action was taken, but it seems there were three reasons : 
One, the Company desired to co-operate with the law-enforce- 
ment agencies of the country; two. Sears was receiving a 
certain amount of unfavorable publicity due to the fact that 
when a shooting occurred the newspapers frequently stated 
that the weapon used was a “cheap mail-order pistol” ; three, 
the difficulty of adhering to the many local pistol regulations 
that had come into force throughout the nation. 

The year 1924, therefore, saw the extinction of what had 
been considered an inalienable right of the freeborn Amer- 
ican: the right to order his pistol along with his shoes and 
plow points. Along with the abolition of this right, there 
seems to have gone the quenching of the last fitful fires of 
the pioneer spirit. Hereafter, if a man should be called a son 
of a bitch, he would assert that this was a biological impos- 
sibility; if slandered by a lying politician, he would sue for 
slander; if another man ran off with his wife, he would bring 
an action for alienation of affections. 
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T he oldest and most widespread forms of American 
sports are fishing and hunting. From the time the first 
settlers landed to this day, Americans, more than any other 
civilized people in the world, have been a race of hunters and 
fishermen. The pioneers, it is true, hunted and fished more 
for food than for fun, but the urge to kill game and catch 
fish is still strong in Americans when the necessity to do so 
for a livelihood has long passed. Nowadays, about seven mil- 
lion men annually procure hunting and fishing licenses, while 
untold thousands avoid this formality but take to the fields 
and the streams just the same. So strong indeed is the hunt- 
ing instinct in Americans that, throughout the small towns 
and in rural areas, the standard present for parents to give 
a young boy is a shotgun or a .22-caliber rifle. The curious 
but unintended consequence is that nonmilitary Anlerica pos- 
sesses vast numbers of men who acquired a familiarity with 
firearms in their youth, and who may be of much importance 
to the country in time of war. 

It is one of the miracles of America that, despite its enor- 
mous industrialization, it still contains a large variety of 
game in abundance, while, strangely enough, some of the 
most heavily industrialized states afford excellent shooting 
and fishing. Thus, both New York and Pennsylvania are fa- 
mous for deer shooting, and almost within sight of the busy 
cities of New Jersey one may find good pheasant hunting. 
At the other end of the country, wild duck are shot within 
forty-five minutes’ ride of the main street of New Orleans. 
It is also a uniquely American phenomenon that this is the 
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only heavily populated country in the world where the poor 
man may shoot or fish without let or hindrance. In Europe, 
these have been the sports of the rich who maintained pri- 
vate game preserves over which none but the owner and his 
guests could shoot or fish, and stringent poaching laws kept 
out the poor intruder. But in the United States, the humblest 
Southern Negro, the Iowa farm boy, the Pittsburgh clerk, 
may pick up his rod or rifle and find a place to pursue his 
pleasures unmolested. Some of the states, moreover, have 
set aside public game preserves open to all citizens; have 
erected lodges where guests may stay at reasonable rates, 
and they supply boats and guides. Louisiana, for example, 
maintains such a preserve near the mouth of the Mississippi 
where one may get some of the best wild-fowl shooting and 
fishing in America. 

Hunting and fishing may therefore be said to be the classi- 
cal sports of Americans, and the catalog’s pages teem in 
consequence with the guns, rods, and other paraphernalia 
used by hunters and fishermen. 

The Guns and Rods of 1905 

The catalog of 1905 devotes the enormous space of four- 
teen pages to shotguns, and so intense was the interest of 
prospective purchasers that thousands of words in tiny type 
were devoted to describing a single shotgun in infinite detail. 
The barrels, the frame, the action, the stock, the shooting 
qualities were gone into at great length. Americans, what- 
ever their impulsiveness in other fields, took their shotguns 
seriously. And it was not enough to stock merely the multi- 
tudinous varieties of guns made in America. The catalog of- 
fers also “Our Line of Imported Double Barrel Shotguns. 
... It embraces the products of some of the best European 
makers. . . . All our imported guns are tested by the govern- 
ment of Belgium. . . .” 

The purchaser could choose from a wide variety of ham- 
mer and hammerless shotguns, single, double-barrel, or re- 
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peating, at prices ranging from $2,98 for The Long Range 
Winner to $33.50 for a Winchester trap gun. 

The Long Range Winner was “one of the highest grade 
automatic shell ejecting, single barrel breech loading shot- 
guns made for white or black powder.” 

From Europe came “The Belgian Muzzle Loading Double 
Barrel Shotgun, $6.98. Our Bar Lock Gun has genuine pat- 
ent breech, genuine twist barrels, case hardened bar lock 
plates, checkered pistol grip stock, wood ramrod, German 
silver escutcheons, iron butt plate, case hardened and blued 
mountings. Made in 12 and 14-gauge, 34 inch barrels; weight 
to 8 pounds. . . 

The catalog offers another gun which is no longer manu- 
factured in this country, although old ones are still to be 
found in remote rural districts. This was “Giant 8-Gauge 
Goose Gun, 36-Inch Barrels. Weight 12 to 14 pounds.” Such 
a gun was in reality a small cannon which could be fired only 
by a powerful man because of its tremendous recoil. It was a 
favorite gun of wild-fowl-market hunters who could kill or 
cripple as many as fifty wild ducks with it at one time when 
they fired into the great flocks that were so common in the 
United States forty to thirty years ago. 

Among the better-quality guns listed in 1905 was “Model 
1897. Latest Repeating Shotgun Made. This Gun Is Known 
As The Winchester Pump Gun. Best gun made for ducks, 
chickens or partridges Number of shots, 6. Price $17.82.” 

Rifles 

It is seldom that the catalog lists an article and then goes 
out of its way to urge the customer not to buy it. Yet this is 
what it did in the case of the $2.20 Remington System Flo- 
bert Rifle. In a boxed notice, the customer is told that “We 
Do Not Recommend Nor Guarantee Flobert Rifles. Buy a. 
good rifle. It will pay you in the end. . . 

Recommended and guaranteed rifles were sold at prices 
ranging from $2.50 for “The Genuine New Pieper, just the 
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rifle for squirrels, rabbits and small game,” to “Winchester 
Model 1894 Repeating Rifles at $14.75.” 


The Pioneer Tradition in 1905 

Rifle cartridges and shotgun shells — measured by today’s 
prices — were cheap in 1905. For example. Sears sold a box 
of twenty-five smokeless shells (12 gauge) for forty-seven 
cents as against the 1939 price of $1.05. But in 1905, the pio- 
neer tradition of a man loading his own cartridges and shells 
was still alive, and the catalog devotes two pages to tools and 
materials necessary for this purpose. Here everything for 
shell making is sold except gunpowder, which Sears was for- 
bidden by law to sell. 

Listed, however, were: apothecaries’ scales for weighing 
smokeless powder; shot and bar lead; empty shells and car- 
tridges ; reloading tools ; dippers for running bullets ; melting 
pots; bullet molds; shell crimpers; gun wads; primers and 
gun caps, and shell-loading blocks. 

American boys have read many stirring stories of the pio- 
neer hastily reloading his long rifle from his powder horn as 
the Indians swarmed to the attack, or how the powder horns 
of the Americans ran out on Bunker Hill. By 1905, the pio- 
neer and the Indians and the powder horns were gone, but 
the catalog is still offering the modern version of the horn in 
the form of “Powder Flasks. Holding 8 ounces of black pow- 
der, with cord, common top. Price 24<f.” And accompanying 
the flasks, “Leather Shot Pouches, for holding 2)4 to 3 
pounds shot. Price, 45^.” 

Hunting Accessories 

Perhaps the sole indigenous form of sculpture that has 
ever existed in America was the making of wood decoys. By 
1905, this seems, however, to have become a lost art. The job 
was then being done by factories, and the catalog offers 
“Cedar Wood Decoy Ducks. . . . Great care has been used to 
select only sound white cedar for their construction and to 
secure a perfect balance. They are light, substantial and nat- 
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urally painted.’’ Many a duck hunter, in the excitement o£ 
the sport, has shot his own decoys but, says the catalog, 
“They will not sink if you shoot them. $2.50 and $3.70 per 
dozen. Each dozen contains 8 drakes and four females.” 

Some wild birds may be lured by calls, and so the catalog 
lists duck, turkey, wild-geese and -duck, and snipe callers. 
The farmer troubled by hawks is offered “Our Hawk Call, 
45 Cents. ... It is designed and manufactured by a man who 
has had much trouble by hawks killing his chickens, and the 
hawk caller pays for itself many times over every time a 
hawk is killed. ...” 


Skiing in 1905 

Skiing has recently become fashionable in America and 
highly publicized. It is generally assumed, too, that the use 
of skis is almost new in this country. But in 1905, the catalog 
lists “Ski or Norwegian Snow Shoes. Our Expert Ski, made 
especially for us in accordance with suggestions made by ex- 
pert ski men. The Expert Ski are broad in the front and 
curved a little at the side in the center of the ski, to facilitate 
turning without lifting the ski. The bottom is grooved. They 
are hand shaved and oiled . . . are made of the best white 
ash. . . .” Then the catalog adds a sentence which indicates 
that a number of manufacturers were making skis in 1905. 
“We consider ash better adapted for work of this kind than 
any of the cheaper woods used by various manufacturers in 
making these goods. Our 9T2-£oot Expert Ski, Price, per 
pair, $4.95.” 

Indian snowshoes, too, were in common use in 1905. The 
catalog describes: “Snow Shoes. Genuine Indian Made. . . . 
Strung with the best cariboo gut and furnished with tough 
moosehide thongs, we are offering this top notch snow shoe, 
the best made anywhere, for $3.00.” 

Fishing in 1995 

The catalog presents its fishing-tackle department in 1905 
with these words: “We carry an assortment of the highest 
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grade fishing tackle to supply the wants of anglers of all 
kinds. We do not handle the cheap grade of tackle which has 
no practical value, but have selected our line with consider- 
able care and handle only the very best of the hundreds of 
rods, reels, hooks, lines and baits on the market. There are 
hundreds of baits and specialties in fishing tackle on the mar- 
ket, but very few which have practical merit, and you can 
rest assured that any article you select from this catalogue is 
exactly as represented, is full value for the money, and fully 
answers the purpose for which it is intended.” 

Then follow five pages of fishing tackle, listing hundreds 
of items which do not materially differ from those sold today. 

Golf 

An English visitor to the United States in the 1890’s 
wrote: * 

There is perhaps no game that requires more patience 
to acquire satisfactorily than golf, and the preliminary 
steps cannot be gobbled. It is therefore doubtful whether 
the game will ever become extensively popular in a coun- 
try with so much nervous electricity in the air. . . . The 
skill already attained by the best American players is 
simply marvelous; and it seems by no means beyond the 
bounds of possibility that the open champion of (say) 

1902 . . . may be trained on American soil. The natural 
impatience of the active-minded American makes him at 
present very apt to neglect the etiquette of the game. The 
chance of being “driven into” is much larger on the 
Western side of the Atlantic . . . and it seems almost im- 
possible to make Brother Jonathan replace that divot ! 

Twenty-five years later, when the 1905 catalog appeared, 
golf had already become a popular game in the United States, 
but it was still played largely by the urban and the wealthy. 
The game is not mentioned in the catalog of 1905. “The his- 
tory of American recreation for the half century after 1870,” 
says Faulkner, “is largely a story of urban amusement. The 
rural population had little time or energy left over for recre- 
* Muirhead, Land of Contrasts. 
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ation ... in the towns and cities . , . increasing wealth gave 
. . . opportunity for amusement.” 

Croquet 

As long ago as the 1880’s, the National Croquet Asso- 
ciation held its first tournament, with the then new short- 
handled mallets, hard-rubber balls, sanded courts, and nar- 
row wickets. Croquet was widely played because of its 
simplicity, the cheapness of the equipment required, and 
because it provided an unchaperoned diversion. In 1880, the 
Journal of Social Science said: “If, as some detractors have 
intimated, it [croquet] has given opportunity for flirtation, 
it has more than made amends by teaching the fair sex that 
a long afternoon can be pleasantly and profitably spent out 
of doors.” 

In 1905, croquet was still popular, and the catalog offers a 
number of sets. These ranged from “Our Junior Four-Ball 
Croquet Set, Price 55(i,” to “Our Professional Eight-Ball 
Croquet Set. Consists of eight finely finished and striped 
mallets . . . eight hard maple striped and varnished balls, two 
striped fancy stakes, heavy pointed wire arches . . . put up 
in strong wood box with hinged cover. Weight, about 27 
pounds. Price, per set . . . $1.50.” 

Tennis 

Tennis was introduced into the UntiM States from Eng- 
land in 1875 and grew so rapidly in popularity that by 1879 
Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper contained drawings of gen- 
tlemen of the Union Club of Chicago wearing their high silk 
hats as they played. Two years later, the first women’s tour- 
naments were played. But despite the rise of tennis in the 
cities, it was by no means a popular sport of rural America 
in 1905. The catalog devotes to tennis equipment about the 
same space that it gives to croquet. 

The cheapest racket sold for eighty-five cents ; the highest 
priced for $3.50. “Regulation Newport Finals Lawn Tennis 
Balls” sold for twenty-five cents each. 
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“Our Boxing-Glove Deparfment” 

The catalog of 1905 devotes as much space to boxing 
gloves as to tennis and croquet combined. “Our Department 
of Boxing Gloves is strictly up to date. You will find gloves 
to suit all tastes for either amateur or professional. These 
gloves are selected by an expert who is posted on this class 
of goods. . . . We send free a copy of the Marquis of Queens- 
bury Rules with every set. A set consists of four gloves, two 
pairs, packed in a box.” 

In 1905, John L. Sullivan was still alive and still a potent 
legend in American sporting life. Nearly twenty years had 
then passed since his epic battle of seventy-five rounds with 
Jake Kilrain at Richbourg, Mississippi. The men fought with 
bare knuckles under a blazing sun and, while it was the last 
of the bare-knuckle fights, it was also the last of the genuine 
tooth-and-claw battles of the ring. From that time almost 
until his death, Sullivan was the revered hero of thousands 
of American youths who wistfully dreamed of following in 
his mighty footsteps. 

It was in 1905, too, that the great John J. Jeffries retired, 
with a fortune and nation-wide fame gained in the ring after 
knocking out such heroes as James J. Corbett and Bob Fitz- 
simmons. Popular interest in amateur boxing must have been 
great, judging from the space allotted boxing gloves in the 
catalog. Amateurs were offered a wide choice of gloves. 
“Youth’s size, made of wine colored kid leather . . .” sold for 
$1.10 a set; “George Stoll’s Corbett Pattern” for $3.25. Pro- 
fessionals bought “Our Geo. Peacock Pattern Professional 
Fighting Glove, price, per set, $2.10.” 

“Hold ’Em, Yale!” 

Football is a relatively old sport in the United States, but 
for years interest in it was largely confined to the colleges, 
their students and alumni. It is only comparatively recently 
that interest in football, both inside and outside the colleges, 
has risen to almost hysterical proportions. 
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In 1880, the rules of the game were changed by the ini- 
tiative of Walter Camp, so that it little resembled English 
Rugby, and emerged as American football. It was, as The 
New York Evening Post described a game in the ’80’ s, as 
much of a battle as an athletic contest : 

The spectators (at a Yale-Princeton game) could see 
the elevens hurl themselves together and build themselves 
in kicking, writhing heaps. They had a general vision of 
threatening attitudes, fists shaken before noses, dartings 
hither and thither, throttling, wrestling and the pitching 
of individuals to earth. . . . Those inside the lines, the 
judges, reporters . . . were nearer and saw something 
more. They saw real fighting, savage blows that drew 
blood, and falls that seemed as if they must crack all the 
bones and drive the life from those who sustained them. 

Since there were few regular coaches of football in the 
early days of the game, teachers often assumed the role of 
coaches. In 1889, Connecticut Wesleyan College turned out 
a successful team under a teacher coach which defeated 
Pennsylvania, Amherst, Rutgers, and Trinity. The coach 
was Professor Woodrow Wilson. 

But football, whatever its popularity in the colleges in 
1905, occupied a small space in the scheme of rural living, 
and the catalog allots it a correspondingly small space in its 
pages. It offers merely a few footballs at prices ranging from 
seventy-five cents to $3.25 ; football shoes and sweaters, and 
football pants. The lowest-priced pants sold for fifty-eight 
cents and were made of “white twilled drilling” ; the highest 
priced at $1.25 were made of “colored army khaki cloth, 
which is popular this year by reason of its strength, dura- 
bility and color . . . cane reeds at thighs, the latest thing in 
football pants. . . .” 


Jingle Bells 

All that now remains in America of the great days of 
sleighing, save in a few districts where occasional sleighs 
still survive, is a nostalgic memory palely perpetuated on 

—451 — 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


Christmas post cards. But once the lonely and silent woods 
of America were filled with the music of sleigh bells and the 
merry shouts of men and women as horses bore them swiftly 
over hard snow. The vehicles themselves were gay with gilt, 
paint, and decoration; the harness was of elegant design; 
the bells harmonized, and the horses ran the faster for the 
music. 

Sleighing was extremely popular with women, and, since 
it was a sport that could not be carefully chaperoned, it 
was sure to arouse the criticisms of prudes. In 1816, such a 
critic wrote a letter to the Daily National Intelligencer, and 
was soon answered in verse by a defender of the ladies who 
wrote : 

All that is stuff — I know it well, 

A girl of virtue and true worth 
Need never dread the sleighman’s hell 
She’s armed against all the power of earth. 

And virtue that’s safe hy day, 

Which melts before an evening’s chilling 
And cannot keep, tho in a sleigh, 

I would not give for it a shilling. 

More than a half century later, sleighing was still a popu- 
lar sport in America, as noted by an English visitor, George 
M. Towles, in his American Society. 

On one of the wide roads of the outskirts of the town 
(New York), any clear winter afternoon, you will see 
hundreds of sleighs dashing hither and thither, the dain- 
tiest and jauntiest of equipages, luxuriously warm and 
cozy by the aid of blankets, drawn by spirited horses of 
finest temper and occupied by the male and female fash- 
ionable world. There is racing and in spite of all that leg- 
islators can do ; the very air tempts it and intoxicates and 
makes hilarious. 

In rural districts, sleighs were at once a source of trans- 
portation and recreation where dirt roads lay deep-buried in 
snow in winter. They bulked so large in Sears’ sales that in 
1905 a special sleigh catalog was issued. “Our Special Free 
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Catalogue of everything in this line will be ready October 
1st, and if you expect to buy anything in the way of a cutter, 
sled, or runner attachments, be sure and write for the Free 
Cutter Catalogue. ...” 

Ten years later, in 1915, the general catalog carried a full 
page of cutters. (Vehicles drawn by two or four horses were 
called sleighs, while those drawn by one horse were called 
cutters.) New terms are grafted onto old vehicles. “The New 
Automobile Seat Spring Cutter. Upholstery — Dark green 
broadcloth. Trimming — Nickel plated dash rail. Painting — 
Body, black, neatly striped; gear, blood carmine, striped. . . . 
Price, complete, with leather trimmed shafts, $33.50.” Here, 
too, are “The Old Comfort Spring Cutter, $30.95,” and “The 
New Round Front Portland Cutter, $22.60.” The catalog 
advises customers to “Order Early. . . . Place your order 
with us early in the season so as to have your cutter or bob 
sled on hand when the first snow comes. ... We have put in 
a big supply of cutters and bobs this season as we expect a 
heavy winter. . . .” 

Sleigh bells were made standard equipment by law because 
sleighs made no noise to warn pedestrians of their approach. 
Since it was a point of pride to own musical bells, the catalog 
of 1915 offers fourteen kinds. Among them were “Swiss 
Pole Chimes. Six harmonized graduated Swiss open face 
bells, iron knockers, nickel plated, highly polished. Price, 
$1.69,” and “Our Brewster Sleigh Bells. . . . The tone is clear 
and distinct and from small to large bells the volume in- 
creases. Price, $1.53.” 


Batter Up 

American baseball celebrated its one hundredth anniver- 
sary in the summer of 1939, and the catalog accurately calls 
it “America’s National Game.” In 1905, baseballs, gloves, 
masks, uniforms, and other paraphernalia of the game occu- 
pied two catalog pages. Baseball equipment has changed but 
little in the past thirty years; the gloves and bats of 1905 
would suffice for the game today. 
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The catalog lays great stress on its made-to-order baseball 
uniforms, and, in its instructions to customers, we note how 
large a part amateur baseball played in the lives of Amer- 
icans in 1905 when, almost invariably, great contests were 
held on important holidays. “Our baseball suits are made to 
order, which involves a delay of four to ten days, except just 
prior to Decoration Day and Fourth of July, when we re- 
quire orders for suits to be furnished on these days to be 
placed two weeks in advance ... on account of the enormous 
demand for suits at this time of the season.” 

Bicycling 

Bicycles, like sleighs, were used both for utilitarian trans- 
portation and for amusement. During the 1880’s, they were 
employed only by intrepid professional riders, because of the 
dangers of the huge front wheel. Nonetheless, an amateur 
rider, Thomas Stevens, left the United States in 1883 on one 
of these cumbersome contrivances, and returned home four 
years later after having covered fourteen thousand miles. 
Mr. Stevens left posterity a memoir of this journey in his 
Around the World on a Bicycle. 

With the improvement of the bicycle and the lessening of 
its dangers came more riders and more bicycles, so that by 
1886 The League of American Wheelmen had more than ten 
thousand members. It fought village ordinances and munici- 
pal regulations which barred bicycles from roads and streets ; 
agitated for bicycle paths, macadam roads, and instituted a 
campaign for the building of good roads throughout the 
country. The safety bicycle, as it was called, with equal-size 
low wheels and pneumatic tires, gave a great impetus to the 
sport of bicycling, in which the ladies were soon to join whole- 
heartedly with the invention in 1888 of the drop-frame bi- 
cycle. Before the turn of the century, millions of Americans 
were cyclists; professional bicycle races called “scorchers” 
were very popular, and the place of this vehicle in American 
life seemed assured. 

In 1905, Sears issued a special bicycle catalog, and devoted 
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six pages to bicycles and accessories in the general catalog. 
The star of the stable was “The Celebrated Three-Crown 
Nickel Joint Napoleon Bicycle, the Highest of High Grade, 
Brought Right Up To Date for 1905, Price, $13.85.” With 
each Napoleon went a “Special finished leather tool bag, 
complete with wrench, pump and tube of quick tire repair 
cement.” 

Ladies were advised to buy Napoleon’s mate — “The Jo- 
sephine. It is the Ladies’ Model of our highest grade wheel, 
the Napoleon. . . . Equipped with the highest quality 1905 
combination rubber pedals, mud and chain guard, hand- 
somely striped, varnished and laced to match color of frame. 
Price, $14.35.” 

Girls and boys rode “Elgin Red Head Juvenile Bicycles. 

. . . Made of the very best material, of same quality and fin- 
ish as our celebrated Elgin King and Elgin Queen. Price, 
$11.95.” 

Little did the millions of cyclists dream that they would 
soon be roughly shoved off the roads by the automobile 
which was then beginning to appear, and which they re- 
garded as a vulgar, noisy nuisance. 

Thirty*five Years Later 

It was inevitable, among the manifold changes that came 
to America in the period 1905-39, that sports, too, should 
change. Increased wealth and leisure, growing emphasis on 
sports for health and slenderness, and the use of the time- 
saving, far-ranging automobile, all worked to spread Amer- 
ican interest in sports. In some cases, old forms of sport have 
almost vanished; other old forms are more popular than ever 
before, and new forms have come upon the scene. 

The American passion for hunting and fishing has not 
only not diminished since 1905 but has grown. The automo- 
bile now makes it possible for a small-town or city man to 
fish or shoot in the early morning and be at his desk by nine 
o’clock; it enables him to spend a Sunday or a holiday on dis- 
tant streams or in distant fields and return home at nightfall; 
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while new roads have opened for the sportsman game areas 
hitherto inaccessible to all save those who had time and 
money for extended expeditions. And this, in turn, threat- 
ened the extinction of certain species of game, especially mi- 
gratory wild fowl, so that stringent Federal game laws have 
had to be passed for their protection, with the result that 
once again, as in pioneer days, the flyways of this conti- 
nent are black with wild geese and ducks. Man, the de- 
stroyer, appalled by his own powers of destruction, has come 
to nature’s aid. He is breeding some species in captivity and 
releasing animals and birds into the woods and fields; bil- 
lions of fish are annually put into streams from Federal and 
state hatcheries. The passion to shoot and fish is still strong 
in urban as well as rural Americans, and the catalog of 1939, 
like that of 1905, caters to their wants. 

It is significant of change that Sears no longer uses thou- 
sands of words (printed in minute type) to describe a shot- 
gun. Perhaps men no longer love guns so well that they are 
eager to study every detail of their construction as they did 
in 1905 ; perhaps the purchase of a cheap gun in richer Amer- 
ica is no longer so keenly anticipated and thrilling an event 
that one thought about it and read about the gun for weeks 
in advance of the purchase, or, perhaps, men now take effi- 
ciency in guns for granted and buy them as casually as they 
buy handkerchiefs. Whatever the reasons, the 1939 catalog 
indulges in no extended descriptions of its shotguns and 
rifles. 

Two new kinds of guns now appear. One kind puts a high 
premium on skill and gives game a greater chance ; the other 
kind puts little premium on skill and is highly destructive. 
The former is represented by light-caliber weapons — .20 
gauge and .41 gauge; the latter by the heavy, fast-shooting 
automatic. 

Firearms cost more in 1939 than they did in 1905. The 
cheapest single-barrel shotgun is now $6.95, as against the 
$2.98 gun of 1905 ; the 12-gauge, full-choke Browning auto- 
matic sells for $57.20. 
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In 1905, thousands of hunters loaded their own shells and 
cartridges. But in 1939, whether for lack of skill, lack of 
time, or loss of the sense of thrift, few make their own am- 
munition but buy it ready-made. The catalog now lists no 
equipment for shell loading. 

Golf in 1939 

The word “golf” did not appear in the catalog of 1905. 
It had not yet become a small-town game, although it was 
widely played even at that time by urban folk. By 1939, how- 
ever, hundreds of small towns had golf courses where the 
local citizenry played, and the catalog talks to them in golf 
language right from the start. “Here’s Real Tournament 
Quality, Says Vic Ghezzi, North and South Open Cham- 
pion.” Real Tournament Quality, according to Sears, is to 
be found in “X-Pert Golf Clubs. Beauties — you bet ! . . . from 

Woods to Putter Irons, $3.79. Woods, $4.79.” The golfer 

may now buy his complete equipment from the catalog, rang- 
ing from balls to rain jackets. 

“Hit the Winter Trail" 

‘Whether It’s ... A Stem Turn ... A Figure Eight . . . 
Or A Fast Run . . . Let Sears Practical Sports Styles Add 
Zest To Your Winter Fun! Seen at Lake Placid . . . Seen at 
Sun Valley . . . Seen at St. Moritz ! Yes Sir I Seen everywhere 
red-blooded sportsmen gather! These are the style winners 
at top-notch resorts in America and Europe. . . . Look like 
an expert . . . and you’ll be an expert that much sooner. Dis- 
card bundlesome outdoor duds ... zip into the latest in 
winter-sport togs. . . .” 

These are the introductory words to two pages of skiing 
equipment in the 1939 catalog. Skiing, a European sport, 
that has recently shot into tremendous popularity in the 
United States, began here as an urban sport. Each week end 
in winter, and on holidays, thousands of city men and women, 
transported by snow trains, embark on skiing expeditions. 
But already this sport, as the catalog’s pages eloquently tes- 
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tify, has become the sport of small-town folk as well. While 
the rich may go to Lake Placid, Sun Valley, or St. Moritz, 
and buy their skiing equipment from Norwegian makers and 
their ski clothes in London or Paris, the middle class are 
going to more modest resorts or are skiing near home and 
buying their equipment and clothes from Sears. Nor is that 
all. Such is the wonder of America that one may now do fig- 
ure eights on the installment plan; make fast runs on “easy 
terms.” 

The catalog devotes one page to ski clothes and another 
to equipment. “Double Breasted Tyrolean Jackets and Gabar- 
dine Downhill Ski Pants” sell for $4.79 ; ski caps for forty- 
nine cents; wool-knit gloves for seventy-nine cents. You 
don’t have to be rich to be a catalog skier. “Sears Bargain 
Special Pine Skis” cost only seventy-nine cents. But if you 
want the best in skis, you must buy “Finest Ridge Top Hick- 
ory; Tempo Tip. Equal to fine imported skis. . . . Hand 
worked oval ridge for utmost strength, flexibility. Improved 
bend assures maximum amount of skiing surface. . . . Clear 
bottom. . . . Sizes 7 ft. and over. Price, $12.69.” 

In 1905, the farmer used the skis which he had paid for 
to reach his stock or move about his snow-buried lands. In 
1939, the farmer’s daughter and the farmer’s son are doing 
installment-plan slaloms for fun. 

Tennis— A National Game 

Tennis, like golf, had become a national game by 1939. All 
over America, in big towns and small, thousands of men, 
women, and children, including Negroes as well as white, 
were playing tennis. The rich field for tennis equipment and 
clothes is, of course, tapped by the catalog, and its copy 
makes an appeal both to thrift and the players’ assumed ex- 
pert knowledge: 

“Save Up To 50% on Australian Type Racket. Sears Fi- 
nalist — ^Worth $10. Patterned after the nationally famous 
Australian type, etc. . . . Price $4.59.” 
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The catalog now offers everything for tennis players and 
tennis courts, while Sears will even restring your racket on 
“easy terms.” 

The Ups and Downs of Sport 

As time passes, some sports decline, others arise, and still 
others seem to maintain an even keel of quiet popularity. In 
1939, Americans were still fighting as much perhaps as ever, 
but they were not using so many boxing gloves. Amateur 
boxing, as measured by the catalog’s pages, has sadly de- 
clined since 1905, and boxing gloves occupy an inconspicuous 
place in the edition of 1939. 

But croquet, on the other hand, is still going strong. “9 or 
99 — ^You’ll Enjoy Croquet,” says the catalog, and follows up 
this admonition with one half of a page devoted to croquet 
sets. 

Sleighs, however, have disappeared from the catalog and 
belong now with America’s pioneer past. The Department 
of Commerce census of manufactures reveals that only six 
hundred and fifty-seven sleighs and sleds were produced in 
1931. 

Bicycles have staged a strong comeback after long years 
of desuetude. In 1929, America manufactured more than 
three hundred thousand bicycles valued at $6,184,000, and 
the catalog of 1939 devotes as much space to them as did the 
edition of 1905. 

The new bicycles are sold in automobile terminology : their 
great feature is speed. “Amazing New 2-Speed Twin-Bar El- 
gin Bicycle. Shifts into low or high like modern motor cars ! 
Levels out the hills . . . makes for quick getaway ! . . . The 
powerful electric horn in that good looking paneled tank 
clears the way for action; mere toe-pressure on the pedals 
and the famous Elgin air-cooled coaster brake hauls you to 
a quick stop. Price, $28.95.” 

And for girls : “Girls’ New 2-Speed Elgin. . . . Designed to 
breeze along with the greatest of ease ... to dates, to picnics, 
to school or movie! . . .” 
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Sports as Pleasure and Business 

Sports, player-participant as well as spectator, have be- 
come a characteristic part of our national life. Millions of 
Americans of all social and economic classes, and Negroes as 
well as whites, now hunt, fish, shoot, golf, ski, play tennis or 
other games. And back of their playing lies a giant industry 
employing thousands of men to manufacture equipment for 
sportsmen, and to transport, feed, and guide them. 
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S LAVERY or freedom; secession or union; Mr. Lincoln and 
Mr. Jefferson Davis ; First Bull Run and Appomattox. 
These great issues, men, and battles seem unrelated to the 
grime of clothing sweatshops in New York and Chicago; to 
well-regulated clothing factories in New York and Chicago; 
to the whir of clothing machinery and flashing shears wielded 
by men but lately come from Europe. Yet they are related. 
For the technique of mass production of men’s clothing by 
machinery is the result, in the United States, of the Civil 
War. The need for soldiers’ uniforms for the Federal armies 
led to the establishment in New York of factories which su- 
perseded the handicraft or semihandicraft methods in use up 
to that time, and to the necessity for importing uniforms and 
materials from Vienna and Prague. In the South, uniform 
factories were organized at Richmond, Savannah, New Or- 
leans, and other places. After the war, the mass-production 
techniques learned in clothing factories were employed in the 
making of men’s suits at low prices, and so successful were 
they, that from 1889 to 1899, the growth of the garment in- 
dustry in the United States, measured by number of work- 
ers employed and the value of the products made, was two or 
three times as great as the average for all industries. This 
was the period in which factory-made clothing — ^the once in- 
ferior “hand-me-down” — gained dominance over the home- 
made or tailor-made suit, and as time passed, the improve- 
ment in quality of tailoring and materials employed was such 
that it came to be accepted by people of all incomes and all 
positions in society. 
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Jodie Eubanks Shops for Suits 

It is a hot night in June, 1905, and Jodie Eubanks, a young 
cotton farmer of Desha County, Arkansas, draws the lamp 
nearer him so that its rays will fall directly on the catalog 
outspread on his knees. Jodie will need some new clothes next 
fall, and he thumbs the pages with joyful anticipation be- 
cause his crop looks good and today he heard that old man 
Haley, the best cotton planter in the county, told Mr. Nelms, 
the banker, the happy news thgit “the old lady’s nightgown is 
up over her head and it’s gonna stay there, I reckon, the bal- 
ance of this month.” This was the message for which the 
county waited annually, because when old lady Haley’s night- 
gown was reported to be above her head everybody knew that 
the nights were ideally hot for growing cotton, and now old 
man Haley promised a whole month of them. Jodie’s fingers 
linger long over the many pages of men’s clothing in the cata- 
log containing bewildering selections of Sunday suits, suits 
for everyday wear, loud and sober suits, and tailor-mades as 
well as hand-me-downs. The suits are in Chicago and he is in 
his home in Arkansas, but the vividness of the catalog’s de- 
scriptions enable him to see them almost as well as though he 
were shopping at The Leader Store in Lake Village, the 
county seat. Here, for example, is a beautiful Sunday suit 
that any young man would be glad to wear, even if its glori- 
ous coloring suggests Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire 
rather than so utilitarian a thing as clothing to cover one’s 
nakedness : 

“Fancy Tweed Round Cornered Sack Suit. This is a very 
pretty combination of white, gold, green, and red threads on 
a dark background, the white threads being sprinkled very 
thickly and the other colors somewhat subdued, the general 
effect is somewhat of a brownish shade sprinkled with white 
— a very rich pattern and one that will have numerous ad- 
mirers.” Fortunately its price is as modest as its colors are 
riotous: $6.50 for coat, vest, and pants. 
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The woolen-goods manufacturers of the early 1900’s had 
none of the morbid fear of color that marks the efforts of 
their brethren of today, but worked a full palette overtime, 
secure in the belief that one good color deserves another. The 
consumers of the time, whether they pitched hay for a living 
or ran a livery stable, exhibited a passion for color not ex- 
perienced in the Western World since the death of the gal- 
lants of the Italian Renaissance. Consider this beauty in the 
light of today’s clothing of undertaker drabness : 

“Fancy Colored Mummy Effect Worsted Round Cut Sack 
Suit. This is a mixture of black, pale green and pale blue 
worked into a sort of faint small check effect with the pale 
green forming squares of one-half an inch diameter and the 
pale blue squares of the same size, the two. being combined 
and forming borders for the small checks, the middle of 
which is composed of black. . . . Price for suit, $8.50.” 

Even in those days, however, there were men whose souls 
were the souls of undertakers, of note shavers, of mortgage 
holders waiting to get their clutches on the farm lands of 
widows and orphans, and they wore funereal black sack suits, 
or, if they were lawyers running for Congress, they took to 
the “four-button frock style to be worn with but one button 
closed. Especially suitable for dress or Sunday wear. Price 
$12.00.” 

Northern Civil War veterans were introduced to a neat 
trick of clothing economics in the catalog; a trick strangely 
reminiscent of the methods of present-day Chinese soldiers 
who wear uniforms until the Japanese come along, then bury 
them until the enemy has passed, when they emerge again as 
soldiers in regulation dress. One of the catalog’s suits enabled 
a man to be a civilian during weekdays and a veteran on Sun- 
days or during encampments, without the expense of buying 
two suits : 

“Standard Navy Blue Flannel Round Cut Sack Suit. , . . 
These garments are made with eyelets and detachable civil- 
ian buttons. Owing to the fact that these garments can be 
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worn as the regular Grand Army men’s suits we will furnish 
an extra set of G.A.R. buttons free if you mention them in 
your order. . . . Price for suit, $10.00.” 

No such economic boon was offered, however, to the boys 



who had once worn the Confederate gray ; sad evidence that 
the soul of Thaddeus Stevens had marched as far west as 
Chicago. 

Men who did not care what their suits cost were offered a 
limited selection at the catalog’s top price for hand-me-downs 
' — fifteen dollars. For this price, one could buy the ultimate in 
luxury, such as : 
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Tillotson^s Extra High Class Silk Mixed Worsted Round 
Cornered Sack Suit. A very beautiful pattern, a brownish 
cast in a spring and summer weight, the background is com- 
posed of a dark and dull brown shade, and sprinkled over this 
very thickly are gold threads, with an almost invisible over- 


A Natty, Nobby, Nifty Number at a Low Price 


plaid of a single red thread; there are also fine, but faint 
stripes. . . . An immensely popular and dressy pattern in a 
high grade quality, very richly tailored; serge linings, and 
in every respect a high grade suit, guaranteed to please the 
most stylish dressers. ...” 

Custom Tailoring 

In 1905, as now, many men dissatisfied with ready-made 
clothing resorted to tailors, and Sears, nothing daunted by 
distance or the vagaries of the human figure, established a 
large custoni-tailoring department for the benefit of the mul- 
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titudes of exquisites. This department did not cater to the 
sloppy and vulgar in dress but, according to the catalog : 

“Our Line Appeals to Good Dressers. We have as per- 
manent customers many of the most careful dressers in every 
town and city of the United States, business and professional 
men (lawyers, doctors, ministers, and prominent persons in 



Home-Made Measurements Make 
a Tailor-Made Man 


every locality), such people as require neat, dressy, up to date 
wearing apparel. Our custom tailoring department also ap- 
peals to young men in every part of the country, whether in 
the city or on the farm, such as enjoy wearing the latest 
novelties made into the snappiest and most up to date 
styles. . . 

Prices, however, along this mail-order Savile Row were 
agreeably modest, ranging from $12 to $25 for suits. 


Fashion in Men’s Suits 

Fashions in men’s clothes change more slowly than in 
women’s, and the effect sought in men’s suits in 1905 differs 
widely from the effect sought today. An anthropologist of the 
future, peering into the catalog’s illustrations for clues to the 
physical size of American men in the early 1900’s, would be 
totally deceived if he accepted the conclusion that the men 
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were as large as they looked in their clothing. Men of that 
time wanted to appear big and strong and modeled along the 
herculean lines of Paul Bunyan or the entire Yale eleven, and 
tailors, giving them what they wanted, built them up to look 
big and strong through the cut of their coats and bales of 
padding stuifed into the shoulders. 

Clothing Miscellany 

The 1905 catalog devotes nearly two pages to articles of 
men’s clothing popular then but almost museum pieces or 
curiosities now. For example: fancy-silk and wash vests 
much aifected by men about town, village boulevardiers, and 
gallants of the old school. Gentlemen took the air of a summer 
evening, afoot or in a carriage, wearing perhaps No. 
45C9916: 

“Men’s Fancy White and Red Dot Wash Vest. The back- 
ground in white is a sort of basket weave etfect, over this 
there are rows of red dots three-quarters of an inch apart, 
each red dot having four small black dots around it. A very 
pretty light colored wash garment.” 

The serious work of life, however, called for more somber 
clothes and the bookkeeper of 1905, for instance, on coming 
to work, took otf his coat and put on a black-cotton coat 
(price 50 cents) or a black-alpaca coat (price $1) before set- 
tling down to his ledgers. 

The alpaca coat was also the badge of the preacher — ^white 
and black in 1905 — and the catalog lists coats made especially 
for men of the cloth. 

“We have two special ministerial coats. . . . These coats are 
made extra long, ministerial style, from a good quality of 
black alpaca. . . . Price $2.50.” 

Men’s Clothing in a New World 

In fast-moving America, great changes occur sometimes 
from year to year; in the twenty years that passed between 
1905 and 1925 the changes were fantastic. Men and men’s 
clothing changed too. 
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The well-dressed man of the catalog now looks far smaller 
than his prototype of 1905. He no longer yearns to loom over 
the landscape like a chunk of the Rocky Mountains, but in- 
stead aspires to slender lines, which he achieves by omitting 
the bales of padding that formerly went into the shoulders 
of his coat and by using the military cut. Here war again 
takes a hand. Just as the Civil War brought mass production 
of men’s clothing into existence, the influence of World War 
uniforms brought a new development of the waistline, and 
collars that came closer to the throat. 

Much has happened to men’s fashions in twenty years but 
much has happened also to prices. The catalog tells us that 
Sears is “America’s Largest clothing store — ^where over 
1,000,000 men yearly buy their suits, topcoats, trousers and 
the like,” but they are paying far higher prices than they paid 
twenty years before. The de luxe suit of 1905 sold for $15 — 
the catalog offered none more expensive — ^but by 1925, the 
featured suit sells for almost double this price, or $25. 

The passion for uniformity has also been at work, one 
suit looks much like another, and all betray the Brooks 
Brothers-Harvard-Princeton note of conservatism, while 
over and over again, the catalog stresses “quiet dignity in 
every line.” The country is going to college, and the college is 
going to the country. Clothing scouts lurking in the cloisters 
of Eastern universities note what Yale ’24 is wearing, and the 
catalog of 1925 reflects their reports in the clothes that go to 
all America. Individualism is passing, and with its departure 
comes a new snobbery. 

Young men buy their suits at Sears, but many of them will 
not admit it, and Sears, more interested in putting clothes on 
the backs of customers than in taking kinks out of their 
minds, is content to accept cash for its clothes and let the 
credit go to the fashionable shops where some of its custom- 
ers say they buy their clothes. The boys like to brag about the 
shops in which they buy; it is apparently part of the success 
tradition to boast that one’s clothes are expensive and bear 
the labels of fashionable clothiers. So, just to make it easier 
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for the braggarts as well as to boost sales, Sears omits its 
name from all its suits. 


Dress for Success 

During the period 1870-1900, when men were busy with 
the giant task of building America, dress and dressing were 
of little importance to them. Probably at no period in the 
country’s history were empire builders and ditch diggers 
more shabbily and sloppily dressed than during this great era 
of national growth. From 1900 to 1929, men dressed far bet- 
ter than they did in the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
while their clothes were evidence not only of prosperity but 
also of the healthy vanity of the preening male. But ten years 
after the beginning of the depression of 1929, when prosper- 
ity had vanished and the male’s peacock feathers sadly 
drooped, men no longer dressed to please themselves or wom- 
en but to please the boss or attract the attention of a putative 
boss. In 1939, they wear clothes to succeed, and the catalog, 
whose business it is to know the workings of the American 
mind, tells its customers to “Prepare for Leadership, Wear 
The Right Clothes.” What are the right clothes? The right 
clothes, messieurs, are those worn by college men. The college 
is now as potent in the field of men’s fashions as Hollywood 
is in women’s fashions. And so the catalog says: “Up The 
Ladder To Success With College Shop Clothes.” 

What is the costume that leads infallibly to success ? It is 
the suit of clothes called Staunton, because here skillful tai- 
lors have wrought into wool those esoteric principles dis- 
covered by the eminent academician of success, Mr. Dale 
Carnegie, and generously released by him to a country in 
travail. The Staunton, we learn, “Wins More Friends, Influ- 
ences More People,” and so smooth has the way to success 
been made by Sears and Mr. Carnegie, that the wearer of this 
suit (while winning friends and influencing people) may pay 
for it at the rate of $2 a month. 
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I N THE early 1900’s, all items of men’s wearing apparel 
except suits of clothing were grouped and sold under the 
general heading of “Gents’ Furnishings,” and the stores that 
sold them were gents’ furnishings stores. It was not until the 
1920’s that this term came to be superseded by the haughty 
“haberdashery” sold in shops, campus stores, or clothing 
cathedrals. But under whatever term men’s wearing apparel 
was distributed, it became increasingly important to retail 
stores. Men’s fashions change more slowly than women’s 
fashions and exhibit less variability but they do change, and 
since the turn of the century have been affected by the auto- 
mobile, sports, and an increasing clothes consciousness, 
whether aroused by advertising or a rising ego clamoring 
for expression. These changes relate not only to what men 
wear but even more explicitly to what they no longer wear. 

And So to Bed 

Readers of George Moore’s Memoirs of My Dead Life 
will recall the author’s anguish when, upon arriving at 
Orelay with the long-sought but elusive Doris, he found that 
he had failed to put his pajamas in his luggage, and how, 
after going from shop to shop of the little French provincial 
town, the shopkeepers who sympathized with his desperate 
plight were unable to produce anything but an old-fashioned 
nightshirt. The pajamas of elegant Paris had not yet pene- 
trated to the provinces, and George Moore, to whom the 
nightshirt was the death of love, was compelled to take one. 

In 1905, a few exquisites of metropolis wore pajamas, 
but the great mass of American men were content to sleep in 
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their skins (weather permitting), their underwear, or their 
nightshirts ; they were disturbed by no fears such as existed 
in the mind of George Moore, and there is no evidence to 
prove either that the nightgown was the death of love in 
America or that the later pajamas were its renaissance. In 
any event, the catalog pictures quite serene-looking gentle- 
men wearing; 

“Men’s superfine nightshirts. Made of finest muslin. . . . 
Collars and cuffs handsomely trimmed and richly embroi- 
dered in silk of contrasting shades, cardinal, baby blue, pink, 
opal, or lavender.” 


Yet Women Loved Them 


Nowadays most men wear the same weight night clothes 
throughout the year, because of better home heating, but in 
the early 1900’s they put away their summer nightshirts at 
the approach of cold weather and changed to those of flannel- 
ette. These were “soft and fluffy like swansdown, assorted 
colors and stripes,” which cost as much as ninety-five cents 
for the luxury models and as little as forty cents for the 
simpler kinds. The time had not yet come when men would 
wear pajamas, thus making two garments do the work of 
one and bind them around the stomach in the bargain. The 
1905 catalog does not list pajamas at all. 

Celluloid Shirt Fronts and Rubber Collars 

Men’s shirts of forty to thirty years ago differ markedly 
from those worn today. The so-called collar-attached soft 
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shirt, now almost universally .worn, was then used only by 
workmen, whose clothes have always been distinguished by 
a grace, comfort, and utility lacking in those worn by the 
white-collar classes. Shirts did not button down the front but 
were pulled over the head, and many a man who got stuck in 
one as he tried to take it off yelled and cussed until his wife 
came to the rescue, and with a strong yank liberated the suf- 
fering man into the fresh air. The detachable, starched, stiff 
collars of the times were made either of materials that 
matched the shirts, or, more commonly, of white linen, rub- 
ber, or celluloid. 


Shirt, circa 1905 


In the heat of summer, linen collars tightly buttoned around 
the throat were a torture to the flesh; their saw edges rasped 
the neck, and the victim’s sweat soon reduced the once 
starched collar to a damp band of fabric. Nonetheless, men 
stuck to collars and collars stuck to men for long years; 
they were made in hundreds of styles, and were the basis 
of large firms such as Cluett, Peabody, who at one time 
made nothing but collars, and whose business was seriously 
threatened when detached collars finally went out and the 
collar-attached shirt came in. This firm avoided dissolution 
by becoming a manufacturer of shirts. 

Linen collars were cheap, costing from ten to twenty cents, 
but it was true of them, as it was later of the automobile, that 
‘'it ain’t the initial cost that counts ; it’s the upkeep.” They soiled 
easily, acquired saw edges after a few trips to the laundry, 
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and they could not be washed at home or tossed into the 
family pile of clothes hauled away once a week by the wash- 
woman. Therefore, they were avoided by the less elegant 
but thriftier gentlemen who bought celluloid or rubber col- 
lars. These could be cleansed by the application of soap and 
water, or, in a desperate moment, by a lick of spittle applied 
with a handkerchief; they did not breed laundry bills, and 
were low in wilting capacity. A man who wore a celluloid col- 
lar, however, ran the risk of literally becoming hot under the 
collar, because it was highly inflammable, and the wearer had 
to beware of fire. 

Modern revolutions, whatever their underlying philosophies 
or lack of them, lean heavily on shirts. Benito Mussolini, the 
best press agent the shirt industry has ever had, almost invari- 
ably begins his speeches from a fixed or portable balcony with 
the ringing cry, “Blackshirts of the revolution !” We had black 
shirts long ago, and now all we have to do is resurrect them 
and build a revolution around them. In the early 1900’s, many 
American workmen wore, instead of the blue shirt of today, 
shirts of plain or figured black sateen. 

Money Belts 

Sneak thieves and robbers have always abounded in Amer- 
ica, and the honest farmer going to the city or the gold miner 
moving in a rough environment, sought to outwit them by the 
use of money belts secured to their bodies. The prospective 
customer is offered a choice of three models, of which No. 
6C4498 seems to have been the most useful : 

“Money and Gold Dust Belts. Four inches wide; made of 
the very finest oil tanned calfskin; will never get stiff and is 
just the thing to carry money or gold dust in; made with 
three compartments ; the outside cover folds over very closely 
and is fastened by snap buttons. This is the finest belt on the 
market for the purpose. Price, 98^.” 

Neckties 

In the summer of 1905, half the men in the country, to 
judge by the space allotted in the catalog, wore with their 
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stiff, plaited bosom shirts the string tie of the legendary 
Southern colonel. These ties were made of white lawn or 
black silk — ^the orthodox tradition — or of colored silk or 
madras. And they were so cheap they were sold not by the 
piece but by the dozen. Twelve lawn ties cost ten to twenty- 
five cents ; colored madras ties forty to sixty-five cents ; while 
the more expensive silk string ties ranged from ten to twenty- 
five cents each. 

It can scarcely be assumed that men of 1905 had no time 
to knot their ties before rushing off in the morning to catch 
the 6:57 train, yet factory-tied, ready-to-wear cravats were 
highly popular and outsold all other kinds in the catalog. One 
can only assume that the hand that ran the plow or milked 
the cow was not fluent to the niceties of turning a wisp of silk 
or lawn into a fashionable knot worn at the throat. Sears 
spared men this job by doing the work itself. 



Pampered Men Once Bought Their Ties 
Ready-Knotted 


The highest-priced silk tie in the catalog of this year is 
“men’s finest quality silk imperial,” for seventy-five cents; 
simple silk ties sold for twenty cents, and the extremely popu- 
lar shield bows went for a dime. 

Stretchy Seam Drawers 

So radically does men’s underwear of today differ from 
that of 1905, that the terms “stretchy seam drawers” and 
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“balbriggan shirts” are gibberish to this generation. Then, 
however, both were popular. Stretchy seam drawers were 
made with inserts of cotton webbing down each side of the 
“giving easy motion and greater comfort.” They were 
ankle length, highly anaphrodisiac, and some had laces at 
the bottoms to tie them around the ankles. Balbriggan under- 
shirts were lightweight undershirts usually made of Egyptian 
cotton and usually having long sleeves. They were ecru or tan 
in color and buttoned up the front. It is unfortunate that no 
painter of the times stayed home and preserved for posterity 
a typical American of the period in a Portrait of A Man 
Wearing Stretchy Seam Drawers and Balbriggan Under- 
shirt, instead of going to Paris and painting conventional 
nudes after the outworn formalisms of the French academic 
schools. 

In the early years of this century, underwear had to cover 
a multitude of skin both summer and winter. Drawers were 



The Long and Simple Flannels of the Poor 


almost invariably ankle length; undershirts had long sleeves; 
union suits were, of course, all enveloping; while many men, 
even in the hottest weather, wore a hair-shirt device next the 
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skin called “lightweight, summer wool underwear,” on the 
theory that “sweating keeps you cool.” When winter came, 
men took to heavy cotton or wool underwear, the latter being 
almost as scratchy as sandpaper and frequently scarlet red, 
because this shade was supposed to have therapeutic qualities 
good for curing or alleviating the pains of rheumatism. The 
time was to come, however, when plodding men, following 
the example of swifter-moving women, would shed their 
heavy clothes for lighter apparel. 

Pajamas— Fresh Air— And Other Hovelties 

The seesaw of fashion change in men’s apparel is clearly 
shown in the catalog of 1915; clearly shown, too, is the fact 
that fashion change, like evolution in the physical world, does 
not advance dizzily upward but in a sidewise manner, and at 
any given time some species is farther ahead in the march of 
evolution than others. 

Soft shirts with collars attached are now listed in great 
numbers, but so are rubber collars; pajamas are offered, but 
so are nightshirts. One of the pajama numbers prominently 
displayed offers proof that the World War has brought un- 
wonted prosperity to the small town and the farm and is lead- 
ing the farmer into strange ways. The man who a few years 
ago went to bed in his skin, his stretchy seam drawers, or a 
flannelette nightgown (price ninety cents), now prepares for 
sleep in “Extra Fine Tub Silk Pajamas. Colors light blue, 
champagne, creamwhite.” And the price ! Five dollars ! It was 
innovation enough for the thrifty farmer to wear night 
clothes at all instead of going to bed as he had once come into 
it; it is nothing short of revolution to find him in silk pa- 
jamas; but since radicalism grows by what it feeds upon, the 
end is not yet in sight. By 1915, the farmer and his family 
have so far conquered their ancient prejudice against the 
night air in which dangerous diseases were supposed to lurk 
that they are voluntarily sleeping out of doors. The catalog 
lists a number of heavyweight garments : 
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For Outdoor Sleepers 
With Hood and Stockings to Match 

Sleeping outdoors, it seems, is not only not dangerous but 
actually healthful. “The custom of sleeping in the open air is 
based on health principles. Buy an outfit and sleep outdoors 
a few nights and you will soon be convinced that it is the 
proper way to sleep.” 

This is an extraordinary change in the American way of 
sleeping, because the prejudice against night air and fear of 
its dangers had long been rooted in the people. This prejudice 
had once found expression in an important source — the But- 
terick Publishing Company whose dress patterns were used 
and whose publications were read by hundreds of thousands 
of women. In a volume called Home-Making and Housekeep- 
ing, published in 1889, it was said: 

At night, when the perceptions which enable us to de- 
tect offensive odors are dulled by sleep, the danger from 
breathing bad air is much greater than during the day. 

As the sunlight vanishes, the vapors, from standing 
water about a house or running water that is tainted .... 
ascend unchecked, and while their weight confines their 
pernicious effects to lower levels than pure dry air seeks, 
this very fact makes them formidable to the occupants 
of sleeping rooms on the lower floors of dwelling houses. 

... On general principles ... it is wiser to close all win- 
dows below the second story of a house during the night, 
as the air which enters from above this distance is apt to 
be dryer and freer from soil exhalations than that below. 

Once the country had conquered its fear of night air, it was 
ready to take the next step — ^taking the sun. But this did not 
come until a few years later. 

American men in the second year of the World War had 
not only adopted pajamas but, as an expression of their new- 
found sybaritic ways, were wearing bathrobes and smoking 
jackets — sometimes called house coats. Wheat is high, and 
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cotton and corn; the only way is up, and men are wearing 
clothes that they would have scorned only a few years before 
as the apparel of sissies. 

Machines are now doing much of the work formerly done 
by man and beast; hands are less gnarled and calloused by 
heavy labor ; nails less often blackened and broken, and the 
fingers of 1915, more supple than those of 1905, are skillful 
for knotting ties. The ready-made tie is consequently going 
out of fashion; the long-honored string tie has gone or is 
precariously preserved only by a few Southern colonels ; the 
shield bow is disappearing, and the four-in-hand is the thing 
to wear. 

Women are already kicking over the traces of underwear 
that clung to their bodies, after a few experimental shed- 
dings, but men, ever conservative about their clothes, continue 
to change from summer- to winter-weight underwear almost 
as automatically as nature thickens the coats of her fur- 
bearing animals when the snows begin to fly. They clung to 
their heavy shirts and drawers or their woolen union suits, 
and the catalog, describing the virtues of its “Double-Body 
Union Suits for Men” — some of them weighing two pounds 
— warns its customers to beware of the cold. 



All Quiet on the Western Front 


“Every man who works in the open knows the dangers of 
sudden changes of temperature if the body is not properly 
protected. Double-Body Union Suits offer the proper pro- 
tection. Bad colds bring on la grippe, lumbago and pneu- 
monia. Try this underwear as a preventive.” 
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Friedrich Nietzsche and Huey Long 

Once upon a time, Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche wrote : “In 
order to sleep well one must have all the virtues.” But Herr 
Nietzsche did not work as a copywriter for Sears. The cata- 
log’s point of view on this subject is altogether different from 
that held by the German philosopher, and it argues that to 
sleep well one need only wear “an extra full, extra long, 
woven cotton broadcloth nightshirt.” There is much to be 
said for the catalog way as opposed to the Nietzschean, for, 
while it might be difficult to acquire all the virtues as a seda- 
tive, it took only eighty-nine cents to acquire a Sears night- 
shirt with “sound sleep woven into every inch.” 

The catalog of 1935 is filled with pajamas, but there is also 
a saving remnant of men with democratic hearts of oak — 
good, sound, conservative, hog-and-hominy individualists — 
who will have no truck with newfangled notions in politics or 
sleeping apparel. This remnant stands for the old-fashioned, 
long-tailed nightgown, and standing with them on a memor- 
able occasion in the 1930’s was that democrat extraordinary, 
the late Senator Huey P. Long of Louisiana, whose pajamas 
once caused a coolness in relations to develop between the late 
German Republic and the United States. 

Up the Mississippi River one warm summer’s day slowly 
steamed the German cruiser Emden, bound for a courtesy 
visit to the port of New Orleans, in command of Captain 
Arnold von Lothar de la Perriere, former U-boat comman- 
der, able sailor, and gallant gentleman. In his suite at the 
Hotel Roosevelt in New Orleans, taking his repose in green 
silk pajamas, was the Governor of Louisiana, Huey P. Long. 

Slowly the war vessel moved up the river, passing, one after 
another, cotton and sugar-cane plantations that line the 
river’s bank on both sides, until suddenly, around a great 
bend in the stream were New Orleans, the ship’s dock, and 
standing on the dock, Herr Jaeger, the German Consul. 
Slowly the hours had passed over the city and over the Gov- 
ernor’s suite, as he lay abed in silken ease thinking those 
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thoughts that governors of Louisiana are wont to think on 
warm summer afternoons. 

Suddenly there came a rapping on the Governor’s door. 
“Come in,” shouted His Excellency. The door opened and 
in walked Captain Arnold von Lothar de la Perrier e, com- 
mander of the German Republic’s warship Emden, clad in 
ceremonial dress uniform, and the Republic’s consular agent 
in New Orleans, Herr Jaeger. In accordance with the prin- 
ciples of usage laid down in such cases, these representatives 
of a friendly nation had come to pay a courtesy call upon the 
Governor of the state, wearing the clothes and going- 
through the ceremonial prescribed by the rules of diplomatic 
procedure. The gentlemen clicked their heels, saluted, and im- 
mediately presented two stiifened backs to the Governor as 
they went out the door. Soon a message came to his suite from 
Washington. Herr Jaeger had complained that the Governor 
of Louisiana had insulted the German Republic because he 
had received the commander of the Emden while dressed in 
silk pajamas. Would not the Governor, the State Department 
asked, put on his clothes and pay a proper visit to the war- 
ship? 

The Governor had clothes in abundance, but not the kind 
prescribed by protocol : a cutaway coat, gray striped trousers 
(locally known as “senator britches”), and a top hat. These 
Mr. Long borrowed and, hastily going down to the Emden, 
repaired the growing breach between two great powers. 

In the meantime, the wires were humming with the story. 
It was going out to the piny woods, to the creeks and the 
crossroads, that Huey P. Long, the po’ man’s friend and 
champion, the pot-likker democrat, the hater of the rich and 
all their ways, had been caught wearing green silk pajamas. 
Wearing pajamas or living in a painted house were crimes, 
either of which would have ruined the career of an ordinary 
politician among the plain people, and, even for an extraor- 
dinary politician such as Mr. Long, they were dangerous. The 
Governor, however, who had met and conquered more dan- 
gerous enemies in his time than pajamas, did not mean to be 
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politically strangled by them. He settled the question o£ his 
democratic integrity simply and decisively. One of his retain- 
ers went out and bought a cotton nightshirt which he donned; 
press photographers were invited in to find the Governor sit- 
ting on the edge of the bed conducting the state’s business in 
a nightgown; newspapers all over the state printed these 
photographs in the morning, and by night, Huey’s admirers 
back in the swamps and up on the hills were saying they 
knowed it was a lie, that talk about Huey wearing them silk 
pajamas. Nightshirts had routed pajamas, democratic integ- 
rity had been saved, and Governor Long was soon to become 
United States Senator Long. 

Joining the nightshirt brigade in opposing heretic change 
are the gentlemen who hate laundries and collar-attached 
shirts. For them, no collar is a collar that is not made of rub- 
ber, and the catalog which treats its old customers with ten- 
der care, and sometimes humors their whimsies with the sen- 
timentality of a doting grandmother, lists in 1935 “rubber 
composition collars with a dull linen-like finish. . . . Easily 
cleaned with a damp cloth. . . 


Men Lay Gown Their Heavy Burden 

During the thirty-year period we have been considering, 
men laid down the burden of heavy clothing and adopted 



3W nainsook 

COAT SHIRT AND PANTS, 
LOOSE FITTING 

These are widely advertised garments and sold the 
country over at 5Q cents each in the largest retail 
stores. They are in special favor with young men, and 
men who ace out of doors a great deal in the heat 
of the summer months They are made from a fine 
gauge twilled nainsook doth. The coat shirt is 
sleeveless and buttons down the entire front; the 
draweis are fitted at the waist with loose fitting legs to 
the knee. Splendidly made and handsomely finished. 
Pure white in color. 

No. 1 6TS I 1 8 Coat Shirts. Sizes, 34, 36, 38, 
40. 42 and 44 Inrhes breast measure. 

Price, each gament 37c 

No. 1 6T5 1 1 9 Pants to match above shirts. 

Sizes. 30, 32, 34, 36. 38, 40 and 42 inches waist meas* 
ure 

Price, each canaent ^.....370 

State size want<eEl when ordering. 

Shipping weight, each garment, 9 ounces. 
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lighter-weight wearing apparel. They wore less clothing in 
1935 than in 1905 ; less heavy cotton or wool underwear, and 
more lightweight cotton underwear which they used the year 
round; high shoes gave way to low shoes ; woolen socks to silk, 
rayon, or thin cotton socks ; flannel shirts to broadcloth shirts, 
and men gave up changing clothes because of the seasons. In 
general, they have moved toward simplicity and comfort in 
dress, especially in summer, and it is only in those purlieus 
of the archconservative — rural backwaters and city banking 
rooms — that today one may find men dressing in the manner, 
if not the fashion, of thirty years ago. 
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A GREAT merchandise-distributing organization catering to 
^ practically all the wants of farmers must naturally offer 
for sale those articles by which the farmer makes his living; 
that is, agricultural implements. Successive catalogs, there- 
fore, devote multiple pages to these implements, and as they 
change in character and kind through years, as old ones drop 
out and new ones take their places, and as motor-driven 
vehicles largely supplant the horse, we may trace some of 
the transformations which have profoundly affected millions 
of farmers (and all of America in consequence) during 
the period 1905-39. In the pages that follow, some attempt 
will be made to relate the farm problem as it emerges in our 
times to the changes of technology indicated in the catalog. 
But inasmuch as a complete discussion of the questions in- 
volved would require volumes, little more is attempted here 
than to point out some of the more dramatic mechanical and 
economic changes that have occurred within the short space 
of thirty-five years. 

After the Civil War 

It is April 9, 1865. General Robert E. Lee has come to 
Appomattox Court House, Virginia, to arrange terms for the 
surrender of the army of northern Virginia. Magnanimously, 
General Grant permits Confederate officers to retain their 
horses and side arms. “Then,” he wrote, “General Lee ... re- 
marked to me that in their army the cavalrymen and artiller- 
ists owned their own horses ; and he asked ... if the men . . . 
were to be permitted to retain them. I told him that as the 
terms were written they would not. . . . 
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“I then said to him that ... I took it most of the men in 
the ranks were small farmers. The whole country had been 
so raided by the two armies that it was doubtful whether they 
would be able to put in a crop to carry themselves and their 
families through the next winter without the aid of the horses 
they were then riding. ... I would, therefore, instruct the 
officers ... to let every man of the Confederate army who 
claimed to own a horse or mule take the animal home with 
him. Lee remarked again that this would have a happy effect.” 

Thus, the defeated soldier-agrarians of the South rode 
sadly back to their run-down, slave-deserted farms. (For lack 
of labor, seventy-year-old Thomas Dabney, once a great land- 
owner, was to wash his family’s clothes for years.) The 
planter class was ruined and with it the planter civilization 
which H. L. Mencken, an expert heaver of rotten eggs at the 
South, has called one of “manifold excellencies — perhaps the 
best the Western Hemisphere has ever seen — undoubtedly 
the best that These States have seen.” On its wreckage — out 
of sheer necessity — the share-cropper system was erected, and, 
in years to come, this question and the low standard of living 
in the South were to present the nation with a monumental 
problem. 

The old plantation regime was gone but the land remained, 
and a cotton crop was raised in 1865. This achievement was 
praised by Henry Grady in a moving oration : “As ruin was 
never before so overwhelming, never was restoration swifter. 
The soldiers stepped from the trenches into the furrow ; horses 
that had charged Federal guns marched before the plow, and 
fields that ran red with human blood in April, were green 
with the harvest in June.” 

But before long, farmers were complaining that they were 
no better off than their slaves had been in 1860. They had 
become the slaves of an extortionate banking and factoring ' 
system. Capital was scarce in the South; interest rates were 
usurious. The Nation, startled by fiery Southerners, advanced 
one reason why, in its opinion, capital did flow to the South. 
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If the South, it said, would “suppress the practice of shooting 
at sight, it would be worth hundreds of millions of dollars 
to it in the next fifteen years. . . 

Southern farmers, however, evidently devoted some of 
their time to farming as well as to shooting. The cotton crop 
of 1870 was greater than that of 1860; by 1910, it was almost 
trebled, and, by 1930, nearly one third of all the farms in 
the United States grew cotton. 

A prodigious agricultural expansion also occurred in other 
sections of this country after the Civil War. Under the Home- 
stead Act of 1862, any able-bodied man or woman was en- 
abled to take up a farm. Between 1860 and 1910, more than 
120,000,000 acres were taken up by homesteaders, while other 
millions of acres, granted to railroads, were sold by them to 
settlers. The consequence was that, in the short period 1860- 
90, more land was brought under cultivation than in all the 
previous history of America. Most of this expansion occurred 
in the West. 

While more land was going under the plow, the rise of 
machinery, the development of superior techniques, the 
spreading of knowledge through agricultural schools were 
enabling farmers to get more produce out of an acre than ever 
before. Fewer men were needed to grow greater crops; the 
farm became mechanized; it was no longer the self-contained 
economic unit that was part of the Jeffersonian dream. Great 
staple crops such as corn hogs, wheat, tobacco, and cotton 
depended for price stability on exports. In a country rap- 
idly becoming industrialized under finance capitalism, agricul- 
ture ceased to be either the predominant occupation of Ameri- 
cans or the predominant interest of Congress. It became 
merely a cog in the industrial wheel. Some of the results are 
that ever since the close of the Civil War the farmer has 
been The Man With The Woe; the country has witnessed 
an unending series of agricultural crises, and the farm prob- 
lem has become a constant x in the equation of American 
national life. 
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Machinery 

The shape of mechanical things to come on the farm was 
clearly shadowed forth at the Centennial Exposition held at 
Philadelphia in 1876. A contemporary book describes the ex- 
hibit of agricultural machines as follows :* 

Even a superficial observer could not fail to observe 
with delight and pride the superior exhibition of agri- 
cultural machines. ... It was immense as to number 
shown; varied, as to uses intended, and admirable as to 
workmanship. 

Most prominent amid all this array of practical beauty 
were the reapers and mowers, which, more than anything 
else, signalize agricultural progress. It is only a few years 
since the sickle was seen in every grain field, and with its 
slow and toilsome results each farmer had to be content. 
When the cradle came it seemed as if the climax had been 
attained, and the man who could cut three or four acres 
of wheat in a day, laying it in fair shape for the binder 
who followed, was doing good work. But the cradle and 
hand-rake gave way to the reaper and self-raker, and 
these, year by year, improved and perfected, make of 
harvesting little more than a holiday. There remains for 
accomplishmient in this direction only the automatic 
binder, already a partial success, and quite sure to reach 
perfection in the future. 

The mechanization of agriculture had begun in the 1830’s, 
but without making notable progress up to 1860. Then came 
war, the destroyer, and, at the same time, the colossal accel- 
erator of industrial techniques and invention. The Civil War 
took men away from the farms and raised the price of grain, 
with the result that machines were adopted which would em 
able one boy to do the work of several men. Among these 
machines was the reaper — ^two hundred and fifty thousand 
of which were in use by 1864. 

But the machines did not come in without protests. We have 
before noted the hostility of men to new inventions. Agricul- 
tural machinery, too, was faced with hostility : 

* Ingram, The Centennial Exposition, p. 202. 
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“Small-town bankers and businessmen refused for many 
years to lend money on tractors on the ground that they were 
a menace to farmers. They argued not only that farmers could 
not operate the machine profitably, but also that if they were 
successful, the farmer would have too much leisure time. 
They had invested in horses and foresaw their eventual de- 
cline in price if tractors were utilized. The national horse 
associations led in circulating propaganda against tractors 
and were joined by the local bankers. Farmers were easily 
susceptible to such a campaign for the price of tractors was 
high, horse-drawn implements became almost a total loss, and 
the farmers were often sentimentally attached to their horses. 
Farmers rarely had sufficient evidence one way or the other 
on the question whether the breakage on the tractor and the 
amount of fuel required were excessive. The opposition of 
the farm wage workers, displaced by the tractor, was also 
great.” * 

Technological Change on the Farm 

Protests were, however, of little avail. As time passed, 
more farmers bought more machines and new machines came 
into being. The results are summarized by the Department 
of Agriculture as follows : 

Estimated amounts of man labor used to produce an 
acre of 100 bushels of wheat, of 100 bushels of corn, 
and five hundred pound gross weight bales of cotton for 
designated periods : 


1878-82 

1898-1902 

1928-32 

Wheat-Man labor 
per 100 bushel- 
hours . .. 

129 

86 

49 

Corn-Man labor 
per 100 bushel- 
hours 

180 

147 

104 

Cotton-Man labor 

per bale-hours 

304 

285 

235 


* Technological Trends and National Policy, National Resources 
Committee, Washington, 1937. 
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By 1900, the value of farm implements and machines in 
this country was $800,000,000. But by 1920 — following the 
fantastic expansion of the World War years — farm machin- 
ery had increased in value to $2,300,000,000. 

As machines came in, the farm worker’s efficiency went up ; 
as production increased, crop prices went down; as capital 
investment jumped, mortgages multiplied, and tens of thou- 
sands of small, one-horse farmers lost their lands and be- 
came tenants. In 1880, about one fourth of all farmers were 
tenant farmers ; by 1930, nearly one half were tenant farmers. 

At the same time, the human and horse population of the 
farms dwindled. In the premachine age — 1840 — agricultural 
workers comprised more than three fourths of all persons 
gainfully employed in America; the proportion has steadily 
dropped, until in 1930 it was about one fifth. Since machines 
feed on oil instead of fodder, the loss of nine million horses 
and mules from farms, between 1918 and 1932, released thirty 
million acres to be devoted to crops for human consumption 
and so increased the already great surpluses. 

These are a few of the spectacular developments in Ameri- 
can agriculture since the Civil War. They are developments 
that have caused the farmer to grumble from 1867 to 1939; 
to set up powerful organizations for legislative relief, and to 
create a number of spectacular champions. These included 
such figures as “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman of South Carolina; 
Mary Lease, the “Kansas Pythoness,” who advised farmers 
to “raise less corn and more hell”; “Sockless Jerry” Simpson, 
and the late Senator Huey Long (“Every Man a King”) 
who, during the agricultural crisis of 1933, suggested state 
legislation throughout the South forbidding the growing of 
cotton for one year. 


The Horse Age 

According to evolutionists, it took thirty million years for 
the evolution of the eohippus into the horse. But it required 
less than thirty years for the farmer to change largely from 
the horse to the motor. In 1905, however, America was still 
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in the horse age ; millions of horses and mules grazed in green 
pastures; horse traders and horse trading were still charac- 
teristic and picturesque features of rural life, and the catalog 
made ample provision for horse-drawn vehicles and for some 
of the needs of the animals that drew them. 

Harness 

At that time, hundreds of small towns situated in farming 
districts had a harness and saddle maker, the nature of whose 
occupation was indicated (following the practice of eight- 
eenth-century England) by a wooden horse standing in front 
of his store. It was a horse more beautiful to the eyes of 
schoolboys than the famous Trojan horse across whom they 
stumbled in their studies. It was full seven feet tall; it had 
large, noble, agate eyes; a magnificent horsehair mane, and 
a powerful, sinuous body. At any moment, you expected it to 
come to life, and dash swiftly down Washington Avenue, fire 
flying from its hoofs as they struck the brick street, and its 
head held high in defiance of the frightened townsmen. Now 
it is one with the Trojan horse in legend. Out of its agate 
eyes, the harness-shop horse could not see Mr. Henry Ford 
sneaking up on its rear to deliver a deathblow. 

In the days of this horse, the catalog, too — if less pic- 
turesquely than the local harness dealer — sold harness in 
large volume. “We invite attention to our very complete 
Harness and Saddlery Department. ... We Handle The Very 
Best of Harness that is possible to be made. . . .” Then fol- 
lowed page after page of buggy and farm harness. The choice 
offered was extremely varied. It began with “Our Pan-Ameri- 
can Single Web Harness, $3.00,” continued with “Our 
Georgia,” “Our Kansas,” “Our Iowa,” “Our Nebraska,” 
“Our Texas,” and concluded magnificently with “Our Very 
Finest Double Driving Harness, With Solid Nickel German 
Silver Trimmings, $24.75.” 

In the latter instance, the sober American farmer, not sat- 
isfied with mere utilitarian harness, showed that love of har- 
ness finery which is usually associated with the Andalusian 
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hidalg’O or the vanished Mexican haciendado. “The trimming 
used on our high grade double buggy harness, is solid nickel, 
commonly known as German silver. All the buckles, rings, 
the overcheck bit, the snaffle bit and hooks and terrets on the 
hames are made of this high grade solid nickel German silver 
metal. , . 

For Children 

Dogs and goats have never been used as draft animals in 
the United States as they have in some sections of Europe, no- 
tably the Low Countries. They have often, however, been the 
playthings of children, and the farm child of 1905, growing 
up in the horse age, amused himself and emulated his father 
by driving harnessed goats and dogs. The all-seeing catalog 
made provision for children with its “Single Goat or Dog 
Harness, Price, $2.70.” 

Homeward fhe Weary Plowman 

Down the million-mile furrows of 1905 America went mil- 
lions of men and horses, a set of harness to every horse. They 
wore, among others, “Our Bismarck Concord Farm Harness,” 
“Our Dakota Team Farm Harness,” or (before Oklahoma 
became a state in 1907), “Our Indian Territory Farm Har- 
ness.” Separately the catalog lists hundreds of horse and har- 
ness items, including collars,' hobbles, blankets, fly nets, stal- 
lion shields, horsetail clasps, horseshoes, cockeyes, sweat pads, 
bridle rosettes, and breast-collar housings. 

The Last Roundup 

Nowadays the automobile and even the airplane supple- 
ment the horse on Western cattle and sheep ranches, but in 
1905, as anciently, cowboys rounded up their herds on horse- 
back. Sears’ saddle department is proud of its cowboy sad- 
dles : “Our Western and Southwestern trade has been so very 
large that we have felt justified in making very extensive 
preparations in the stock saddle line for the coming season. 
. . . ” Cowboys’ saddles bear names redolent of the old West; 
“Our Omaha Saddle, Improved La Platte tree,” “Our Spe- 
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cial Kiowa Stock Saddle,” “Our Kit Carson Cowboy Saddle,” 
and “Our Special Montana Stock Saddle.” 

Agricullural Implements and Machinery 

So extensive was Sears’ line of agricultural implements in 
1905 that it advised customers to “Send for Our Free Agri- 
cultural Implement Catalogue. To Properly Illustrate 
And Describe one complete line of agricultural implements 
... we have found it necessary to devote the entire space of 
a very large catalogue to this one line of goods. In This Gen- 
eral Catalogue, ‘The Great Price Maker,’ we show only a 
few seasonable articles, with small illustrations and short de- 
scriptions.” Yet these “few seasonable articles” covered eight- 
een pages of the general catalog. 

The most primitive of all agricultural implements — the 
plow — appears in many variations: Disc Plows, Prairie 
Breaking Plows, Orchard Gang Plows (for shallow plow- 
ing), Sulky Plows, Steel Beam Brush Plows (for breaking 
rough and rooty land). Swivel Plows (for hillside work). 
Vineyard Plows (for nurseries and vineyards), and Sod 
Breaker Plows (for turning heavy sod and prairie plowing). 

Here are horse-drawn corn and cotton planters, and com- 
bination potato planters and diggers ; horse-drawn stalk cut- 
ters for cutting corn and cotton stalks to prepare fields for 
plowing; riding disc cultivators; self-dump hay rakes; hay 
presses with a capacity of seven to ten tons a day ; grist mills, 
corn shellers, and feed grinders. 

The motive power for most of this machinery was the 
human body or the horse, and the catalog lists several devices 
to make horsepower available in many fields. Among them 
was “Fulton One-Horse Sweep Power. A good, strong ex- 
ternal geared one-horse sweep power, speeded at 25 revolu- 
tions to one round of the horse.” 

Another source of power offered by the catalog was the 
windmill. A great many must have been sold by Sears because 
“Our line of this class of goods is so extensive that we have 
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found it necessary to issue a very large special catalogue, 
devoted exclusively to windmills and kindred goods.” 

“Kenwood Back Geared Galvanized Steel Pumping Wind- 
mills are the heaviest, strongest, and most handsomely fin- 
ished mills on the market. . . . The ends of the sails and the 
vane are tipped with red and the entire windmill is handsome 
and strong in every detail.” 

The final source of motive power — aside from electricity 
which was but little used on farms in 1905 — is the gasoline 
engine. It is represented in the general catalog by two models : 
the one-horsepower vertical engine which sold for $71 ; the 
eight-horsepower horizontal engine for $265. 

Change and More Change 

In considering the American farm, certain basic facts must 
be borne in mind: 

(a) Whether we like it or not, whether it was a wise pol- 
icy or foolish, the hard fact is this : the American agricultural 
plant was built to supply not only the needs of the home mar- 
ket but also a vast foreign market. The collapse of this mar- 
ket must inevitably, therefore, work hardship on the Ameri- 
can farmer. 

Before the World War we normally exported the follow- 
ing proportions of major crops : 

Cotton . .... 66 per cent 

Wheat . . . 21 “ “ 

Tobacco ... 39 “ “ 

Hog products . . 12 “ “ 

In 1929, the total harvested-crop acreage of the United 
States was 358,000,000. Wheat, cotton, corn (exported both 
as grain and as meat products), and tobacco were planted in 
210,000,000 acres, or fifty-nine per cent, of the total acreage. 
Thus, more than one half of our farm lands were devoted to 
the production of crops largely designed for export. 

(b) From 1865 to 1915 we were enabled to ship agricul- 
tural products abroad in great volume. We were a debtor 
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country; we were paying the principal and interest on the 
millions we had borrowed abroad to finance our industrial 
expansion with farm products, and as a debtor country, de- 
spite our own high tariffs, we could sell more than we bought. 

(c) From 1914 to 1919, the war demands upon American 
agriculture were gigantic. We planted the ditch banks; 
drained the swamps ; felled the forests ; plowed up the prairie. 
In the excitement and the prosperity, few noticed, and fewer 
seemed to understand (the lack of understanding was par- 
ticularly gross on the part of many so-called international 
bankers), that we had achieved an amazing transformation 
within four years from a debtor to a creditor nation. It was 
time for us to change the rules and play the game the other 
way by acting like a creditor country ; that is, lower the tariff 
and import more than we exported. We wouldn’t change the 
rules. We would play our way or there would be no game. 
We desperately needed markets for our war-swollen farms 
and the world needed our flour and hams. The customers 
were hungry but they had no money. And we would not take 
their goods in exchange for our apples and cotton. Our way 
out was to lend the customers money with which to buy our 
products; lend them more money to pay interest, and still 
more money to buy more goods. By 1928, we finally realized 
what we were doing — even the bankers had begun to get 
glimmerings of the true situation — and we stopped lending. 
Then the customers stopped buying. And we went into the 
tailspin of 1929. 

(d) We had made things difficult for our own farm econ- 
omy by our own actions. Abroad, other stupendous events 
were in progress. Millions of acres had come into production 
in Australasia and South America. They had begun to com- 
pete actively with us in exports to Europe, and they enjoyed 
two advantages which had been ours for long decades : they 
were tilling virgin lands and were debtor economies. 

(e) After the World War, the great European countries, 
impoverished and fearing another war, adopted a policy of 
self-containment in greater or lesser degree. To the extent 
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that the policy succeeded, they diminished their imports of 
farm products from the United States. 

What were some of the results of these factors on the 
American farm economy? 

In 1919, the gross farm income was (round numbers) 
$17,000,000,000. 

In 1932, the gross farm income was (round numbers) 
$5,300,000,000. 

Farmers did not share in the prosperity of the boom period 
1919-29. The share of farm income in the total national in- 
come dropped from 18.5 per cent to less than 10 per cent in 
1919-29. This was serious enough, but far more serious is 
the fact that by June, 1932, the prices of farm products had 
dropped so low, and the prices of the things the farmer bought 
had risen so high, that he could purchase with his prod- 
ucts only forty-seven per cent of what he could have bought 
in 1914. And he was loaded down with high-priced land and 
farm machinery ; oppressed by heavy taxation, and threatened 
with dispossession by mortgage holders. But when the sher- 
iffs came around, farmers reached for their shotguns instead 
of surrendering the old homestead. President John A. Simp- 
son of the National Farmers’ Union told farmers : 

Our strike has reached the after tion of the Eastern 
financiers as no other farm movement. It is because a few 
of our farmers have been shot at. Let them kill a few of 
us if it will do any good. Governments, courts, laws, and 
constitutions are inferior to human rights. . . . My au- 
thority for this statement is the Declaration of Independ- 
ence. Under this same authority you have the right to 
take up shotguns and prevent the big robbers from taking 
your farms. 

America was threatened with a serious revolution and 
America took it seriously. This country, after all, as Lamar 
Middleton has shown in his Revolt. U.S.A., is the country 
where six of the nine major revolutions and rebellions that 
we have had have been engineered almost entirely by farmers. 
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One of the first acts, therefore, of President Roosevelt, 
when he took office in 1933, was to assure farmers that they 
would not be dispossessed, and shortly thereafter Congress 
passed the first of a long series of measures designed to 
relieve agriculture. 


The Mechanized Farm of 1939 

As we have seen, the Civil War accelerated the invention 
and use of labor-saving farm machinery; after it, agricul- 
tural inventions increased rapidly in numbers and importance. 
The self-binder for grain came in the seventies ; the improved 
Peering twine binder in the eighties, and at the end of the 
century the mechanical header was introduced, speeding up 
harvesting in areas where it was not thought worth while 
to preserve straw from the wheat stalk. The steam threshing 
machine revolutionized the separation of grain from the 
husk, while the cornhusker and corn harvester made their 
appearance at the end of the century with extraordinary 
labor-saving consequences in the great American corn crop. 
The farm revolution may be measured by the fact that the 
mechanical inventions of the nineteenth century (it is esti- 
mated) reduced farm labor by seventy-nine per cent and 
farming costs by forty-six per cent. 

But the most startling advances in farm machinery lay 
ahead in the rapidly approaching twentieth century. They 
proceeded from the development of the internal-combustion 
engine which made it possible for Benjamin Holt to produce 
an efficient and economical farai tractor in 1903. It was soon 
followed by the automobile truck. Farmers who used these 
new vehicles got rid of their mules and horses. The tractor 
brought the time-saving gang plow and the disk combine, 
thus completely changing the methods of preparing the soil 
for planting, while tractor-drawn grain drills hastened the 
actual planting of seed. When the harvest season came, the 
work was done by a few men running the harvesting combine 
which cuts, threshes, cleans, and bags wheat, all in one proc- 
ess. 
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Other ingenious labor-saving machines have been invented 
for use in the -corn and cotton fields, in orchards and dairies; 
poultry growing has been revolutionized by the use of incu- 
bators, and now the last great stronghold of hand labor — 
cotton picking — is threatened by the invention of the mechani- 
cal cotton picker. 

The farm population has been dwindling for decades, yet 
there are still too many people on the farms for the work 
that they do and the meager recompense that many of them 
obtain. O. W. Wilcox, in his Reshaping Agriculture and 
Nations Can Live At Home, maintains that we could produce 
all the food necessary for a high standard of living with one 
fifth of the persons now on farms working only one fifth of 
the land now under cultivation, if we employ the best mechani- 
cal methods available and the best modes of fertilization. 

The catalog of 1939 shows some of the machines and the 
methods now employed by the American farmer. 

The Tractor 

The wheat farmer in the horse age could plow only from 
about two to four acres a day, but with even a small tractor 
he can plow three or four times as much. Most large farms in 
the United States, whatever the crops they raise, are partially 
or completely tractor-equipped. But there are millions of small 
farmers for whom the large tractor is both uneconomical and 
a heavy financial burden. Thus, although we tend to think of 
cotton culture in terms of the Southern colonel surveying his 
thousands of acres from the back of a spirited horse, the fact 
is that more than one half the annual cotton crop is produced 
by men who grow only two to five bales. For the immense 
group of small farmers. Sears has produced a small, low- 
priced tractor: 

The Handiman R-T Four Wheel Riding Tractor. Plow 
. . . Harrow . . . Seed . . . Mow . . . Rake . . . Cultivate . . . Haul. 
Designed for garden and small farm use. Meets all tillage and 
cultivating requirements on these places. Built to use standard 
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tools such as disc, drag and spring-tooth harrows, mowers, 
planters, drills, etc.” 

These small tractors sell for $355, or roughly one third the 
price of the standard-size machines. 

But if you have an old Ford or Chevrolet (who hasn’t?), 
“you can transform it into a practical tractor. . . . All you 
need ... is an old Model T or Model A Ford, or a 1926 to 
1931 Chevrolet, and a Sears Thrifty Farmer Tractor Unit. 
With the auto body removed you can quickly convert the old 
auto into a tractor that has the pulling power of two to four 
horses. . . . Price, $99.50.” 

Modern tractors are equipped with good lighting systems 
so that the farmer, when pressed for time in planting or sow- 
ing, may run them all night. And many tractors carry radios 
so that the farmer, running his highly efficient machine, may 
hear the speeches of Congressmen in Washington as they 
attempt to get greater and greater farm subsidies for him. 

Sears manufactures many of its own farm implements 
and markets them under the trade name of David Bradley 
Implements. Among them, for use with tractors, are: “David 
Bradley Hi-Clearance Two-Bottom Tractor Plow. . . . This 
plow does a marvelously clean and thorough job of turning 
under all cover crops and refuse for fertilizer. Price 
$102.00,” “Furromaster Tractor Plows, two-bottom. Price, 
$81.70,” and a large number of tractor-drawn harrows. 

The Machine and the Cow 

Morning and evening, almost every day in the year, the 
farmer must milk his cow. The cow, however, is a fretful, 
rebellious creature who often does not tamely submit to milk- 
ing. She expresses her resentment by kicking, moving, and 
switching her tail in the milker’s face. At least one cow of 
all the millions that have been milked in the United States 
during the past sixty years achieved immortality through 
rebellion. This was Mrs. O’Leary’s famous animal which is 
supposed to have started the great Chicago fire of 1871 by 
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kicking over the lantern Mrs. O’Leary was using for light 
on a dark morning. But nowadays, the cow may be milked by 
machinery as well as by hand; the liquid pours into buckets 
while the farmer looks on. 

“Let A Prima Do The Work,” says the catalog. “Let the 
Prima Milker remove the drudgery from the most tedious 
hours of the day — morning and evening milking. Enjoy new 
leisure and ease where you once labored and fretted at milk- 
ing cows by hand. Prima will do all the work for you, and 
will reduce milking time from one-third to one-half. ... It 
never is hurried, never gets tired, and the cows like it. The 
massaging action of the inflations on the teats is so natural 
and calf-like that it stimulates the flow of milk ... the cows 
actually ‘give down’ better than when milked by hand. . . . 
Single Unit Milker, Milks one cow at a time. Price, $44.50.” 

After the cows have been milked, cream may be separated 
from the milk by the use of Economy King electric-driven 
separators, which handle from two to eight hundred pounds 
of milk an hour. Then the cream may be converted into but- 
ter in Elgin Electric Churns. 

. Even wire and wood fences are giving way to the electric 
fence. “Fence With Electricity. Save Money. Save Time. 
Save Labor. You can do all this with a Sears Fence Con- 
troller. Only one strand of barbed or smooth wire . . . will 
turn horses, mules, cattle, or hogs. . . . Fences are quickly 
built and easily moved. . . . One controller will handle all the 
inside fences on the average farm, 12 miles or more of wire.” 
Fence Controllers range in price from $7.95 to $15.95. 


From Thomas Jefferson to F. D. Roosevelt 

American agriculture today is characterized by a high rate 
of tenancy; a heavy capital investment in machines and high- 
priced lands; diminishing foreign markets and almost static 
domestic markets. It is kept from collapse by Federal sub- 
sidies. Farming as a way of life is giving way to farming as 
a business. Mechanized farms are in reality land factories, 
and the men who run them are industrial workers. Increases 
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in land values and the heavy costs of machines and fertilizer 
require such large capital that diversified farming and the 
self-contained farm homestead are rapidly vanishing. It is 
only in the Southern Appalachians that subsistence farming, 
eighteenth-century style, is still practiced on a considerable 
scale. Machines have made farms more efficient ; lessened the 
farmer’s hand labor ; increased his crops, and driven hundreds 
of thousands of men off the farms. 

Politically, the farmer, despite his agitations, had not been 
generally successful from 1865 until the present Roosevelt 
Administration. “With the collapse of the most articulate 
agricultural group that has ever existed in the United States 
[the ante bellum Southern planters],” says The Encyclo- 
paedia of the Social Sciences, “business interests entered upon 
a period of almost unchallenged control of the federal gov- 
ernment and most of the state governments. Far from being 
hindered by government regulation, they received at the hands 
of the central and local governments every favor they de- 
sired. . . . What could not be gained by fair means was fre- 
quently obtained unfairly. . . .” 

Yet from Thomas Jefiferson to Franklin D. Roosevelt, it 
has been held that agriculture is basic, and that therefore 
the prosperity of the farmer should be the direct concern of 
government. This point of view has never been better stated 
than by Theodore Roosevelt: “If there is one lesson taught 
by history it is that the permanent greatness of any state 
must ultimately depend more upon the character of its coun- 
try population than upon anything else. No growth of cities, 
no growth of wealth can make up for the loss in either the 
number or the character of the farming population.” 

Contrast this attitude with the facts of life on the Ameri- 
can farm. These are, apart from the dwindling farm popu- 
lation, that the value of farm property in the United States 
dropped from $78,000,000,000 in 1919 to $44,000,000,000 in 
1932. At the same time, farm-mortgage indebtedness in- 
creased as follows : 
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1910 $3,300,000,000 

1920 7,900,000,000 

1931 9,500,000,000 

Yet it was during this period that improved techniques and 
farm machinery had brought farms to a new high of pro- 
ductivity. Simultaneously, as Southern farm Negroes say, 
"the interest was eating up the principal.” In 1931, eight per 
cent of gross farm income of this country went to the paying 
of mortgage interest, as contrasted with three per cent before 
the World War, while taxes took eleven per cent of gross 
fai'm income, as compared with four per cent in 1913. 

The burden of these fixed charges was so great that in the 
period 1927—32 nearly ten per cent of all farms passed out 
of the hands of their original owners, and nearly four per 
cent were sold because of failure to pay taxes. 

But nonetheless, giant combines and harvesters continued 
to sweep through Western wheat fields; tractors broke the 
rich soil of the Arkansas Delta, and airplanes sowed thou- 
sands of acres of rice fields in California. Farms and farmers 
may fail. Machinery marches on. 
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Part Four 

EVERYBODY’S BUSINESS 


Throughout this book we have been considering catalog 
merchandise and have drawn certain conclusions from it. In 
this fourth section, hotvever, we depart from this pattern to 
make certain examinations in other fields. Here we consider 
the vast social and economic force that is advertising, and 
note how the catalog is affected or unaffected by forces at 
-work in this general field. We consider the hostility that 
mail-order houses aroused in the breasts of small-town mer- 
chants and small-town newspaper proprietors. We treat of 
a relatively nezv and dynamic force in American life — install- 
ment selling — and suggest briefly that its origins lie not 
only in economic need but also in changing religious and 
moral conceptions. 

In the hst chapter of this book about the Sears catalog, we 
turn to the catalog itself. Here we tell how the catalog is 
manufacitired and distributed; who gets it and why; the 
place of the catalog in American life, and finally, hozv the 
automobile and the changing circumstances of the past decade 
have forced the once exclusively mail-order house of Sears 
to open retail stores all over the United States. 

The appendix contains a collection of letters written to 
Sears by some of its customers. 

Thus the book ends with a consideration of the following: 
advertising; small-town hostility to the catalog; installment 
selling; the story of the catalog and of Sears’ stores; and an 
appendix containing letters from customers. 




27 ■ MANNERS AND MORALS IN ADVERTISING 


T he things that America advertises and displays in its 
store windows, and the manner in which they are adver- 
tised, show us as well as any other indication the direction in 
which the wind is blowing. It is a wind that blows a stench 
into the noses of the fastidious but it blows, nonetheless, at 
gale strength through the pages of our magazines and news- 
papers and, to a lesser extent, is borne on the radio wings of 
the air. Almost completely nude figures of men and women 
in our advertising pages ; the loudly extolled virtues of sani- 
tary napkins, of depilatories and deodorants, remedies for 
offensive mouth and body odors, and brassieres that (in the 
advertising) will give any woman the pear-shaped, moon- 
pointing breasts of a Balinese virgin are accepted as a mat- 
ter of course by the American public. These, how'ever, are 
developments that have come about largely since the World 
War, and, much as anything else, point to our changing atti- 
tudes towards sex and the body generally. Infallibly, the cata- 
log records in text and illustrations the changes as they oc- 
curred through the years. 

Let us take a single article — sanitary napkins — and con- 
trast their method of presentation in a thirty-year period: 
1905-35. In the earlier year, these articles were modestly 
tucked away toward the end of a page in the latter part of 
the catalog, and were described as follows : 

Antiseptic Sanitary Towels. These serviettes are made 
of the finest absorbent cotton, with a layer of absolutely 
impervious material, which insures cleanliness. . . .These 
serviettes possess from three to four times the absorbent 
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qualities of the best toweling. Recommended by the medi- 
cal profession as indispensable in every lady’s ward- 
robe. . . . 

Accompanying the text is a small sketch of the towels ; the 
human figure is absent. 

In 1935, sanitary napkins are prominently displayed in 
large space at the top of a page, with illustrations of the 
boxes containing them. This is how the catalog describes 
Cellu-Ettes : 

Form-fitting Sanitary Napkins. Light as a wisp 
. . . soft as eiderdown! Form-fitting napkins worn with 
complete comfort and freedom. . . . Wear with a clinging 
party frock or for active sports. ... No tell-tale 
bulging. . , . 

It took years to bring this outspoken kind of advertising 
into being, and the pioneers moved cautiously for a long time, 
abandoning their cautious processes only after trial and error 
had proved that the public had become shockproof and would 
stomach almost anything. The very name of one of the prod- 
ucts — the deodorant Mum — is proof of the caution with 
which manufacturers at first proceeded. Their eventual suc- 
cess is demonstrated by the 1935 catalog, which advertises 
a group of deodorants “To Assure Your Personal Cleanli- 
ness . . . diverts underarm perspiration to other parts of the 
body where it can evaporate quickly without becoming offen- 
sive and embarrassing.” The illustration accompanying the 
text is a photograph of a nude woman (one hand modestly 
hides an exposed breast) applying a deodorant under her arm. 

The year 1921 saw an avalanche of advertising on the part 
of makers of such articles as Mum, Kotex, Listerine, and 
Odorono. Mum, which a few years before had begun with 
timid, self-conscious little bits of copy, was now having heart- 
to-heart talks with women readers on the horrors of under- 
arm odors; Odorono was using full-page advertisements. 
Printer’s Ink, an important trade publication, wrote in 1921 : 
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“The American public has graduated from prudishness. 
Self-consciousness about persons and habits and some of the 
more intimate phases of life have been outgrown.” 

Motherhood, formerly a taboo subject, by 1921 was being 
freely discussed by the Young Mother’s Institute which 
headed its advertisements, “Why Risk the Life of Your Com- 
ing Baby?” 

Rouge, formerly a taboo word in polite society, was made 
common chat by advertisements in 1921. Other firms, em- 
boldened by the success of the pioneers, began to exploit their 
products in frank language. A Trenton, New Jersey, firm 
advertised a silent-flushing toilet; another printed a photo- 
graph of a woman sprinkling Sani-Flush into a toilet bowl, a 
picture that a few years before would have been regarded 
as indecent and shocking, and soon Lifebuoy and Listerine 
began to spend millions of dollars advertising their products 
which allegedly prevented body odors and offensive mouth 
odors. Under the impetus of this advertising, the profits of 
the Lambert Company, manufacturers of Listerine, grew 
from $115,000 in 1920 to $4,000,000 in 1927, and the word 
“halitosis,” which was the basis of its advertisements, was 
accepted by the younger generation as an everyday part of 
the English language. Actually, it had been carefully selected 
from Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, because it was 
thought that its erudite sound would deodorize the stench 
of the subject matter itself. 

This is not to say that there were no objections on the part 
of the public to advertising of this kind. There were objec- 
tions. They came in general from women’s clubs and religious 
groups who protested to the magazines, the manufacturers, 
and even the Federal government. For obvious reasons, their 
objections were ignored, the advertising became even bolder, 
profits mounted, and scores of imitators of the pioneers came 
on the scene to advertise in more offensive ways more offen- 
sive subjects. Finally, the inevitable reaction occurred, and 
Printer’s Ink carried the following article by Mary Muldon 
in 1931; 
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Women are Getting Tired of Being Told About Odors 
and Other Terrible Tendencies. 

For the last few years women have been deluged with 
warnings about their terrible tendencies to shock the dear 
male, and deprive themselves of the pleasures of wife- 
hood, motherhood, girlhood and livelihood in general. 

One time it is breath; another time, body odor; an- 
other time feet, figure, hair or some other personal matter 
that need not, methinks, be blazoned in practically every 
newspaper and magazine that may fall into women’s and 
men’s and children’s hands. . . . Intelligent women are 
getting incensed at the constant reiteration of our little 
personal indiscretions. ... In many up-to-the-minute 
clubs women are actually campaigning about the matter. 

I know two big clubs where the women promised not to 
purchase goods that are advertised in an impudent 
manner, 

A magazine editor told me that she hated to run the 
advertisements in her paper and that many women wrote 
to her and told her they disliked putting her magazine 
with these objectionable advertisements on the library 
table in their homes. 

'"We can’t print filthy literature,” she said, 'Tut we 
certainly print lewd advertisements.” 

Through the Catalog Looking Glass 

As we have seen, the catalog followed the general trend 
in advertising sanitary napkins, deodorants, and other arti- 
cles pertaining to the care of the body. In 1935, it lists Essar 
Health soap, 'Targe red cakes of pure soap that aid in sup- 
pressing body odors'’; a group of depilatories for removing 
hair on arms, legs, and body, and Listerine. "Use it to guard 
against halitosis (unpleasant breath).” 

Copywriters Invent New Diseases 

While the catalog went along with national advertisers part 
of the way, it did not go the whole way. By 1930, all the com- 
mon ills of the body, such as body odor, bad breath, dandruff, 
and so forth, had in effect been spoken for by a group of 
powerful concerns, and for other aspiring manufacturers 
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there remained only the opportunity of inventing new ones. 
Up to this point, the public had accepted the advertising of 
hitherto unmentionable products designed to remedy unmen- 
tionable ills, and the general point of view of the public was 
well expressed by Anna Steese Richardson, director of the 
Good Citizenship Bureau of the W Oman’s Home Companion, 
who wrote : “Lifebuoy Soap may be as offensive to some of 
you as the B.O. which it is supposed to remove, but at least it 
has started a lot of people bathing.” 

By 1934, however, imaginative copywriters were inventing 
scores of new ills and advertising products to cure them. 
These are typical of the plagues with which America saw it- 
self confronted in the pages of newspapers and magazines : 


Underarm Offense 
Pendulosis 
Hi-Tense-Itis 
Barn Odor 
Undie Odor 
Paralyzed Pores 


Intestinal Toxicity 
Colon Collapse 
Ashtray Breath 
Calendar Fear 
Office Hips 
Athlete’s Foot 


At this point, the catalog bowed itself out of the scene, but 
it is worthy of note that some magazines which refused to 
print whisky and cigarette advertising, on the ground that 
to do so is to promote immorality and offend the morals of 
their readers, printed without question the advertisements 
of these imaginary plagues. 

Nudity in Advertising 

Advertising is not only a potent influence on American 
habits of mind but also a clue to contemporary morals and 
manners. Nowhere is this more clearly shown than in the 
sketches and photographs of the catalog and of advertisers 
generally, depicting women in corsets, hosiery, or underwear. 
Here again, the catalog holds a mirror up to American life, 
and in its pages we see the country in moral transition. Pic- 
ture following picture gives us almost a motion-picture view 
of the successive changes in attitudes. 
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The corseted ladies of the 1905 catalog are extremely mod- 
est as they wear the models of the day in rather nondescript 
and certainly unfleshly sketches. By 1935, the young, slender, 
and beautiful models wearing girdles are photographed in 
pose after pose showing not only the girdles and brassieres, 
but also silk-stockinged legs, and often bare expanses of flesh 
between the brassieres and the girdle. These photographs 
would have been too frank even for The Police Gazette in 
1905, but in 1935 they aroused no comment in the pages of 
the catalog. 

It was not until 1913 that underwear was shown on full- 
length women’s figures, and this practice, as new as it was, 
brought no complaints to advertisers, because petticoats came 
down to the ankles. But the attitude then towards nudity in 
advertising is shown by the fact that corsets, underwear, and 
stockings were grouped together as “unmentionables.” In 
1921, the ladies of the Athenaeum Club, of Kansas City, were 
shocked by a hosiery advertisement which read : “When you 
add the windy days of spring to the short skirts prescribed 
by fashion you have good reason to see that the name ‘Gotham’ 
is on your silk stockings !” The ladies threatened to stop buy- 
ing their hosiery at the shop that ran this advertisement if 
it did not tone down its language. But ten years later ( 1931 ), 
when other hosiery advertising showed a man lifting a girl’s 
skirts to her thighs with his walking stick, nobody objected. 
By this time, full-page advertisements containing photographs 
of girls dressed in nothing but brassieres and girdles were 
being used all over the country, and the permissible limit of 
freedom of illustration was soon to become the ultimate limit 
— complete nudity. 

In 1939, a country acutely conscious of mammary glands 
took the following advertisement in its stride. It appeared in 
at least one magazine which prides itself upon keeping its 
fiction contents “clean” ; 

A Formfit bra and “glamour” are assuredly synony- 
mous for this modern and unique creation transforms 
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the breasts into a new, more shapely loveliness — and 
gives them a poised carriage they have never had before! 

Lifts them proudly high — separates them oh! so prettily 
— forms them with a beautifully rising curve on top and 
moulds them into fashion-right fullness around and 
below. . . . 

The catalog has not yet gone this far. But in general, it 
has marched, with the rest of the country’s advertising, and 
its pages of underwear, brassieres, girdles, and hosiery are 
scarcely to be distinguished from those that appear in Vogue, 
Harper’s Basaar, and other so-called journals of fashion. 
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MERicA has had its own burnings of the books — the heaped 
_l \ volumes, the kerosene-soaked pages, the kindling match, 
the leaping flames, the shouting populace, the shooting sparks, 
the smoldering embers, the crowd going homeward through 
village darkness. 

Here ends the resemblance between these burnings and the 
literary autos-da-fe of the past in other lands and in present- 
day Germany. For the books burned in our villages were not 
the books of literary, religious, political, or economic heretics, 
and they were not destroyed to obliterate what the Japanese 
— agile burners themselves — call dangerous thoughts. The 
books were mail-order catalogs, and they were reduced to 
ashes at the incitement of local merchants and newspaper 
editors who believed that to destroy the catalogs was to de- 
stroy the competition of the mail-order houses. 

Just as the rise of the department store after the Civil War 
infuriated small merchants and shopkeepers and drove them 
to futile attempts to ban their big competitors by law, so, too, 
the rise of the mail-order companies enraged country mer- 
chants throughout the United States. Many of these men felt 
the thrust of the distant Sears, Roebuck in their ribs as directly 
as though a six-shooter had been thrust into them. Large 
numbers of country storekeepers were (and are) postmasters, 
and it must have been bitterly galling to them, first, to deliver 
catalogs to their own customers (many of whom owed them 
money) ; then write out money orders in Sears’ name on be- 
half of their customers, and, finally, hand over parcels con- 
taining goods from their remote but potent competitors. It 
was not easy for the local merchant to forget that when local 
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consumers were short of cash he accommodated them with 
credit ; delivered their messages over his telephone, and other- 
wise rendered them small services. It was burned in his mem- 
ory that when flood threatened the village he had shoveled 
mud all night in the cold rain, along with his fellow villagers 
and customers, to build a levee against the advancing waters ; 
had voted with them to assess higher taxes on themselves to 
erect a new school; worshiped together on Sunday; sat fra- 
ternally in the same lodge, and as members of the same com- 
munity had labored to improve it. Yet, when his friends and 
neighbors had money to spend for merchandise, they chose 
to spend it over the counters of a distant, anonymous cor- 
poration rather than over his friendly well-worn counters. 
These men consequently would have been saints and not store- 
keepers if they had not protested against the metropolitan 
invasion of their rural businesses. 

The other merchants in town were also embittered by mail- 
order competition and they found articulate allies in the edi- 
tors of local newspapers whose prosperity depended upon the 
advertising of local merchants. The methods of combating 
the distant competitor worked out by editors and merchants 
were both futile and pathetic. Futile because they attempted 
to stem competition with emotion ; pathetic because they rep- 
resented the confused bewilderment of little men grappling 
with big business. 

Embattled editors and merchants appealed to their fellow 
townsmen on the ground that to trade at home is to build up 
the local community; a plea doomed to failure because it is 
not demonstrably sound and because there is no patriotism 
of the purse. Men trade wherever they may trade to the best 
advantage, and if potatoes are cheaper in the bins of the shad- 
owy A & P than they are in the store of Simms Brothers — 
Fifty Years On This Corner — ^the A & P will get the busi- 
ness. Flowing from this plea was the implication — carefully 
fostered by local newspapers — that a man who traded with 
the mail-order houses instead of at home was a traitor to the 
community, a sneak thief who would rob a blind man in a 
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cemetery, a bird befouling its own nest. Since few local resi- 
dents cared to expose either their own selfishness or their 
own economic concepts, most of them gave at least lip service 
to the trade-at-home idea while they steadily continued to 
send their money to Chicago. And the local merchants, fully 
conscious of this, set out to destroy mail-order competition 
by destroying the catalogs which were the instrument of the 
competition. 

- Sears, too, knew of the hostility against it on the part of 
local merchants; knew that the townsmen would trade with 
it if they were protected from public exposure, and conse- 
quently there arose the strange situation in which a pair of 
shoes was sent through the mails with the secrecy and anonym- 
ity that might attend the delivery of an opium pipe and 
pellets. In 1905, the catalog carried this notice on page 2 : 

How We Make Every Transaction With Us Strictly 
Confidential. 

“Why our name and address do not appear on any box, 
package, wrapper, tag, envelope or article of merchandise. 

“As many people, especially merchants, townspeople and 
others, do not care to have others know where or from whom 
they buy their goods, as many people object to having the 
name of the shipper spread across every box or package, so 
that when it is unloaded at the station or express office every 
one can see what they are getting and where they buy it, to 
protect all those who care for this protection and make it 
possible for you to order goods from us with no fear of 
anyone learning . , . what you bought or where you bought 
it, our name and address will not appear on any box, pack- 
age ... or article of merchandise. 

“. . . We have learned that thousands of our customers 
need the protection that omitting the name affords. This ap- 
plies especially to townspeople.” 

Mail-Order War in the Northwest 

In the period 1916-18, merchants and editors of local 
newspapers in the Northwest embarked on a vigorous war 
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against the mail-order houses : a war that not only illuminates 
attitudes of small towns against big business but was a fore- 
runner — completely ignored by the chain-store companies — 
of later attempts to legislate these companies out of business. 
The following are quotations from newspapers of the North- 
west. 

The Dickinson, North Dakota, Record-Post of August 22, 
1916, carried this editorial: 

Lady Wanted to Borrow Stamp 
TO Send Letter to Mail Order House 

One of the local druggists was greatly vexed Monday 
afternoon, when a lady of this city came into his store 
with a letter to one of the Chicago mail order houses. She 
laid the letter on the show case and asked for a stamp, 
which the clerk gave her. In the meantime she was going 
through her pocket book but had no money. It was then 
that everyone in the store were knocked practically on 
their backs. She asked if she could borrow the stamp until 
she came downtown again. 

Can you become angry at the clerk for turning white 
and the other members of the sales force for snickering? 

This merely goes to show how far one will go at times to 
buy cheap stuff at cheap prices from an out of town firm. 

This lady had undoubtedly put the last cent she had in a 
mail order to the Chicago firm, and was then asking a 
home merchant to lend her a stamp to send her money and 
her business out of town. . . . The druggist was in tears 
when he told his tale of woe to a reporter. 

The moral is not only that a lady will send her money to 
Chicago instead of buying at home, but also that in an Ameri- 
can village her chances of keeping it secret were those of 
hiding a ninety-car freight train going over a grade behind 
two locomotives. 

The war goes on, however, and paradoxically we find a 
vigilant alertness on the part of the embattled merchants of 
Sleepy Eye, Minnesota, who are not at all asleep. Here the 
local freight agent plays the part of Nathan Hale for the 
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community and lives to tell his story, and tell it effectively, if 
we are to believe a news report of August 25, 1916, in the 
Sleepy Eye Herald-Dispatch: 

Big Falling Off In Mail Order Business 

Advertising and Community Co-operation 
Causes Decrease of 50% 

That the anti-mail order house propaganda and con- 
structive newspaper advertising that has been conducted 
at Sleepy Eye the past three years has been effectual to a 
marked degree in re-establishing home trade is attested to 
by no less a worthy and reliable personage than Josephus 
Entire Cassidy, local freight censor and juggler. Mr. Cas- 
sidy says that when he began his present work at the 
depot over three years ago, the mail order business 
reached the pinnacle of its flourishing in Sleepy Eye, 
every local freight brought in dozens of boxes of Sears 
Roebuck and Montgomery Ward goods, ranging all the 
way from toothpicks, hairpins and nut crackers to cook 
stoves, gasoline engines and windmills. The farmers 
seemed to be the heaviest purchasers, but there were a 
number of town people who had formed mail order 
habits. 

At this time, Joe says, only about half as much mail 
order goods came to the depot at Sleepy Eye as did when 
he was apprenticing. If this practice of declination is con- 
tinued at the rate it has been going, it will have been re- 
duced to a minimum three years hence. 

From another sector of the battlefield, Mr, Edward Allen, 
a David employed by local merchants to slay the mail-order 
Goliath, reported cheering news in the Owatonna, Minnesota, 
Junior Chronicle^ on August 4, 1916: 

Mail Order House Future Not Bright 

Conditions Favorable to Growth Cease 
to Exist — Already Losing Ground in 
Many Communities, 
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But a week later, disconcerting news came from the neigh- 
boring state of Wisconsin, where the Shawano Advocate said: 


Mail Order Catalogs Received Here 

A shipment of mail order catalogs were received here 
at the local postoffice in this city, Wednesday afternoon. 

The shipment consisted of fifty-three sacks, each weigh- 
ing 100 pounds. The total postage on these catalogs 
amounts to more than some of our merchants spend in a 
whole year for advertising and then wonder how mail 
order houses do business in this city. . . . 

Counterrevolution 

It is the rare revolution that does not breed a counterrevo- 
lution whose success depends in part upon secrecy in its in- 
itial stages. And in the revolution against mail-order houses, 
we note the beginnings of a counterrevolution on their be- 
half. Soon men will go secretly at night accompanied by their 
wives to pore over the Sears catalog in a shade-drawn room ; 
give their orders and their money to an anonymous corre- 
spondent who will dispatch them to Chicago and later deliver 
a bottle of hair tonic or a pair of stockings with impenetrable 
•secrecy for a small fee. 

The Duluth, Minnesota, News-Tribune of August 25, 
1916, while the mail-order revolution was at its height in 
the Northwest, carried this advertisement of a local reac- 
tionary who had an eye to the main chance : 

Orders for Catalog Houses 

I take orders for catalogue houses. Any person desiring 
to buy goods from catalogue houses can leave their orders 
with me, giving a list of the goods desired and their cata- 
logue numbers. I have catalogues from the leading houses 
in my place. 

Thus, the fortunes of war ebbed and flowed, until one 
bright merchant, remembering that poets had ever been in 
the front ranks of the fight for freedom and liberty — even 
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Shelley, the vegetarian, was a fierce warrior when aroused — 
enlisted the services of the late Walt Mason, the famous syn- 
dicated homespun poet. And just as many wars are forgotten 
but the poetry they inspired is treasured up for a life beyond 
life, so it is likely that these verses of the friendly bard will 
be cherished when Sears and the Sleepy Eye Herald-Dispatch 
no longer exist even in the memory of the oldest citizen. Walt 
Mason, who threw epics about as lesser men toy with ron- 
delles, and who could point a moral more sharply than any 
American poet except Edgar Guest, takes his readers on a 
world tour in order to land them at the country store. 

HOMEMADE GOODS 

Why send afar, to Cork or Rome 
For Sunday hats or bales of hay? 

Let's buy the goods we make at home 
And show we're patriots that way! 

The giant vessels sail the deep, 

And bring its doodas made abroad. 

We buy such traps and fail to keep 
Our money on our native sod. . . . 

My wife's new lid zms made in France, 

And 'tis a phoney thing indeed; 

The broadcloth in my Sunday pants 
Was mamtfactured by Tweed. . . . 

We sing our patriotic songs 
And boost the flag and seldom cease; 

Blit when we want gargoyles or gongs 
We ship them in from Southern Greece. 

And as I write, a hundred barks 
Bring curlycues across the foam; 

Oh, profit by these sage remarks 
And learn to buy your junk at home! 

The War Ends Inconclusively 

Despite all the efforts of the poets, the patriots, voluntary 
one-man intelligence departments such as Josephus Entire 
Cassidy, and eloquent editors of the rural press, catalogs still 
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continued to pour into rural communities, and, when the 
frustrated rage of local merchants grew high, catalog burn- 
ings were organized. The citizenry were invited to bring 
books to the burning and the citizenry nobly responded. No 
one noticed the mail-order-house observer lurking in the shad- 
ows ; no one took the trouble to note the vintage of the books 
that were burning. In almost every instance, the local patriots 
brought to the bonfire not the current catalog but last year’s 
or the year before. And it did not occur to local merchants, 
when they cranked their Ford Model T’s to go home, that the 
machines in which they rode would within a few years mark 
off boundaries beyond which the mail-order business could 
not go, and, more surprisingly, result in the ultimate estab- 
lishment of retail stores owned by Sears right in their own 
communities. 

By 1935, it had become respectable and not necessarily un- 
patriotic to order goods from Sears by mail. The catalog for 
that year makes no promise of anonymity in the shipment of 
packages. But the war against chain stores is to be carried 
to the state legislatures and Congress ; to what ultimate end, 
no man may accurately predict. 



29 - FIVE DOLLARS DOWN AND A DOLLAR A MONTH 


In every mother’s talk to her children, she includes the 
importance of thrift. We have as much contempt for the 
spendthrift as for the drunkard. Life is a very serious 
business ; we know saving is as important as industry or 
politeness or fairness; it is an essential part of life, this 
saving your money, and avoiding becoming a public or 
private charge in your old age. . . . Every development 
in the history of the country is due to thrifty men; men 
who worked diligently, and save something. We all know 
these things. Then why do we so generally abuse those 
who have taken the advice of their mothers? The girls 
are taught chastity; the boys thrift. Yet we do not say a 
wanton is better than a virtuous woman. When we say to 
a boy : ^^Become a good man,” we mean thrift as much as 
we mean fairness, politeness, Industry, temperance. When 
we say to a girl: ^'Become a good woman,” we include 
the hope that she will be chaste; chastity is thrift: good 
conduct for its own sake.* 

I NSTALLMENT selling is now an American economic institu- 
tion; the motor force behind billions of dollars of retail 
sales annually made in this country ; the narcotic creating an 
illusion of prosperity in the breasts of millions of people ; an 
apparently essential instrument in maintaining the flow of 
goods coming from our assembly lines, and a deeply ingrained 
form of consumer buying. As goes the country in this respect, 
so goes Sears. Its installment sales are now huge, and these 
sales include not only durable or semidurable goods, such as 
refrigerators or washing machines, but quickly consumed 
goods, such as shoes and dresses. All this — ^both in America 

* E. W. Howe, Ventures In Common Sense, pp. 217-18. 
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and at Sears — is a comparatively new development in our 
economic life. 

In 1905, the catalog’s terms of purchase were short and 
sweet : cash on the line. If you did not possess what the Ital- 
ians wistfully call dolce dollari, you did not buy until you had 
acquired the dollars. But by 1915, installment selling had 
crept into the catalog, and as time passed, the partially opened 
door was flung wide open by competition and force of the 
nation’s new buying habits. Nowadays men buy everything 
from false teeth on the “pay as you eat” plan to automobiles 
on the “pay as you ride” plan ; installment selling is accepted 
by all social classes and is often regarded as a long-established 
part of our economic scheme. Actually, as we shall see, it is 
really of recent origin; it once met with great hostility, and 
its final acceptance by the public illuminates not only important 
changes in and phases of our economic system but also chang- 
ing social attitudes. 

Installment buying is a way of creating debt, and not long 
ago in this country debt was looked upon as an evil to be 
avoided whenever possible. Second only to drink, debt was a 
cardinal sin whose lurid consequences enlivened even the 
chapters of etiquette books current in the latter half of the 
nineteenth century. The definition of a debt was the posses- 
sion of anything which had not been paid for in full. The 
debtor became, therefore, declasse under this code as well as 
afflicted with the stigma of faint immorality. 

Installment selling was also in bad odor with many people 
in the earlier part of the twentieth century, not only because 
the moral attitude of the nineteenth century continued, but 
also because of many abuses committed by unscrupulous mer- 
chants. Both attitudes are exhibited in a story by Cora Har- 
ris, “On the Instalment Plan,” that appeared in Harper’s 
Magazine in 1913. Two women who live in the mountains of 
north Georgia are talking: 

“Mary, I’m worried about my stove. The back' is 
burned out already,” exclaimed Mrs. Beasley, looking up 
at her. 
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"And my sewing machine is out of order. I paid fifty 
dollars for it. Took me two years,” replied the younger 
woman with a sigh. 

“It costs more to get things on the instalment plan 
from agents,” commented Mrs. Beasley. 

“But it’s the only way for folks like us to get ’em,” 

Mary replied. 

The women of Arden had many virtues and one 
weakness in common. They would purchase anything 
from a stove to a cabinet organ on the instalment plan. 

They were always in debt, and they vied with one another 
in this kind of extravagance. They faced the future as if 
it were a calamity and provided against it by paying in- 
stalments of one kind or another upon their belongings. 

But up to date they had always paid. . . . 

It was consequently an offense to the pride of many people 
in the early 1900’s to buy on the installment plan, because of 
(a) the attitude towards debt; (b) the general bad name that 
installment selling had; (c) the fact that goods sold in this 
way were often of inferior quality; and (d) installment buy- 
ing was an admission of insufficient funds. 

“The Ladies’ Home Journal’’ Warns the Ladies 

Installment selling is ancient practice in the case of lands 
and houses, and in certain other categories of goods it has 
long been common in the United States. The Singer Sewing 
Machine Company has been doing an installment business 
since 1856, and numerous piano dealers have been at it for 
almost as long a time, while farm machinery and sets of books 
have nearly always been sold* through time payments. But in 
general, and with these exceptions, only the poor in posses- 
sions and the poor in character bought goods on installment ; 
the great middle class remained aloof from the practice. That 
this class was beginning to change its attitude toward install- 
ment buying early in the century is proved by an article called 
“A Trap for the Newly Married,” published in The Ladies’ 
Home Journal in 1909. The author, Marion Foster Wash- 
burne, in the same magazine that is now heavy with adver- 
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tisements of merchandise sold on installment, warns her read- 
ers to beware of this scheme. 

If you want a number of things but have no money, 
how are you going to get them? The modern answer is: 
by means of the installment plan. Houses, furniture, 
pianos, sewing-machines, jewelry, clothing, practically 
anything you want, can now be obtained in this way. 

The partial-payment system, indeed has assumed propor- 
tions in recent years that are fairly appalling. Every great 
city has clothing houses which offer to clothe you for one 
dollar a week ; men may buy even their shirts and collars 
on partial payments . . . people in this country may get 
steamship tickets for friends in Europe and pay for them 
... a few dollars at a time. . . . 

. , . The price of goods bought in this way is always 
high and often exorbitant . . . three or four times the 
actual value is by no means an uncommon figure. . . . 

The prices of sewing machines sold in this way are 
. . . abnormally high, and the price of furniture bought 
on the installment plan by ignorant, young married people 
eager to set up housekeeping and impatient of the delays 
entailed by saving up to pay cash, is often twice what 
the articles are worth. 

The writer of this article then calls the attention of her 
readers to an abuse of the system that is still common in the 
United States, and which has just been brought to an end 
in Great Britain through the new Hire-Purchase Act: 

But there are still greater dangers in this method of 
purchasing. ... It is not simply that they [unwary buy- 
ers] do not realize until too late what serious risks they 
run when they enter into such agreements. It is not 
simply that they are pretty sure to pay for more than the 
goods are wortli, but that, if they fail to pay their install- 
ments when due, they lose both the goods and the money 
they have already paid, or, worse still, they lose not only 
the goods and the money, but other goods which have 
been all paid for. . . . 

In Chicago a woman bought furniture costing $221 in 
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April. The next October she bought a parlor stove for 
$31 from the same firm. She paid for the furniture in 
full, but was remiss in settling for the stove, after having 
paid $224 on the whole account. The furniture house 
thereupon took away both the stove and the furniture 
and against this injustice she had no redress. 

It would seem that these were evils enough to damn any 
scheme, but our relentless guide goes on to point out greater 
evils : 


. . . Still another drawback to buying goods on the in- 
stallment plan is that you cannot safely move without first 
obtaining the permission of the concern from which you 
have bought the goods, and these firms sometimes refuse 
their consent to a change of residence because it makes 
their collections harder, and every move, of course, means 
a change of address in their books. Think of the diffi- 
culties and inconveniences of such a situation! Imagine 
having to stay in a house or a neighborhood you do not 
like because the firm from which you have “bought” 
your furniture refuses to give you permission to move ! 

. . . Then too, most dealers . . . charge an exorbitant 
interest, and the laws of most States permit the imposi- 
tion. In Illinois ten per cent a month — one hundred and 
twenty per cent a year ! — is often asked. 

The author then draws the inevitable conclusion from these 
facts : 


The installmenf: plan of buying goods ... is a far- 
reaching evil ; it bears heavily on the poor and the people 
of only moderate means, the wages of salary earners and 
the small business people, and it entraps the young at the 
very beginning of their married life into a mistake which 
goes far to destroy their faith in the integrity of business 
methods. 

What then, is the remedy for the evils of the install- 
ment business? To my mind there is but one safe and 
sure one; have nothing to do with such a business. Let 
the sensible part of the buying public refuse to deal in 
any way with the partial-payment houses. 
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Sears Warns Its Gustomers Against Installment Evils 

It is clear from these quotations and from other evidence 
that there was an appreciable amount of installment selling 
in the United States shortly after the turn of the century. 
But Sears would have none of it and advises its customers, 
in 1910, to beware of the dangers of buying without cash. 

“The Installment Plan. If we followed the dealer’s 
method and sold on installments we would be compelled to 
charge very much more than we do. You can buy practically 
anything on the installment plan, but what do you pay for 
the accommodation? Benjamin Franklin, one of the greatest 
minds that this country has produced, clearly saw the evil 
of the credit system in the early Colonial days and in his 
writings will be found the following: 

He who sells on credit expects to lose ... by bad debts ; 
therefore, he charges on all he sells ... an advance to 
make up that deficiency. 

‘Tf you buy on the installment plan you sign notes for the 
balance. Who holds the notes? You don’t know until they 
are presented for payment. There are concerns who make a 
business of buying notes at a discount. Who pays the dis- 
count? You do. Does everyone pay their notes promptly? No. 
Does the dealer stand this loss? No. It is all figured in what 
he charges for his pianos. 

“A dealer takes a risk when he sells on the installment plan 
and he figures his prices accordingly. That is business. You 
will save money if you take advantage of our low prices even 
if you are compelled to make some sacrifice to do it. Don’t 
Buy on the Installment Plan. It Costs Too Much in 
THE End.” 


In I9I0| Automobiles Were Sold for Gash 

The 1910 catalog contains pages describing five models of 
Sears Motor Cars ranging in price from $370 to $495. But 
the customer who wanted one had to buy it for cash or go 
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without it. The catalog’s language on this subject is clear 
and strong: 

“Our Only Terms Are Cash ; We Do Not Sell on In- 
stallments OR Extend Credit. Send us your order and 
enclose our price in the form of a postoffice money order . . . 
or bank check. If you don’t want the motor car immediately, 
send us $25 as a deposit and we will enter your order and then 
later on you can send us the balance when you want us to 
make shipment.” 

In other words : no pay — ^no ride. 

A Radical Change of Face and Plan 

The catalog that in 1910 delivered a lecture, on the evils 
of installment selling, to prospective purchasers of pianos, in 
1915 offers pianos on the plan that it had reviled only a few 
years before. This time the piano copy reads : 

High Grade Pianos at $5.00 a Month. 

Then follow the details: 

“These fine instruments will be shipped to our customers 
on the monthly payment plan of $5.00 a month, without inter- 
est or extras of any kind. We do not ask you to pay anything 
extra to obtain one of these pianos in this way, and whether 
purchased on time or cash you get the benefit of the factory 
price plus one profit. . . 

What brought about this radical change at Sears within 
five years? Competition. Other piano dealers were selling 
their instruments on time-payment plans and Sears was com- 
pelled to follow suit; later, as we shall see, competition forced 
it to place its entire business on an installment basis and to 
depart completely from the platform laid down in 1910. 

Even in 1915, when Sears had begun to offer pianos on the 
installment plan, it adhered to its doctrine of 1910 that this 
was a more expensive way of buying, and refused to charge 
interest on unpaid balances or to charge more for pianos sold 
on installment than for cash. In so doing, it fell into another 
dilemma. 

If, the customer might ask himself, the price of a piano 
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is the same under all circumstances and if I have the option 
of paying the full price at once or paying in installments of 
$5 a month, would I not be foolish to pay in full? And if 
enough customers reasoned this way and bought pianos on 
payments spread over long periods, the following results 
would flow from their action: one. Sears would in effect be 
lending large sums without interest; two, customers would 
be infected with the virus of installment buying who hitherto 
had been free of it. In a short while, therefore. Sears changed 
its method, but the virus burrowed into the skins of millions 
of customers. 

The final impetus to the hitherto slow growth of install- 
ment selling came in 1915 with the rise of the automobile 
industry and the beginning of time-payment plans for cars. 
The tendency continued at a leisurely pace until 1919, when 
the urge to sell cars became vein-bursting in its pressure. 
Millions of men then began buying automobiles on install- 
ment. Many of them were not eligible for ordinary credit at 
stores in their own communities but they could buy cars. 
High-pressure sales methods triumphed. Responsible dealers 
endorsed promissory notes which, in turn, could be discounted 
at banks for cash ; the car was covered by mortgage, and the 
man who would not pay his doctor, dentist, or baker would 
make any sacrifice to pay for his automobile. Other time- 
payment buyers were conservative men who had always paid 
cash for the things they bought. But they did not have enough 
ready cash for a car and, being infected by the general en- 
thusiasm of their neighbors for acquiring things “the easy 
way,” soon succumbed to the prevailing custom. Thus, an 
immense market was built for automobiles and, more sig- 
nificantly, an even greater market for everything else. 

What little conservatism remained on the part of both the 
public and the merchants was swept away by the 1920-21 
depression. Men still wanted goods but lacked cash ; merchants 
wanted business but there were few buyers; the road to the 
satisfaction of both buyers and sellers was “buy today and 
pay next year.” The public bought and paid. Losses in install- 
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ment sales have been astonishingly small, amounting in 1929 
to only 1.2 per cent. 

By 1923, the old prejudices against installment buying had 
been swept away, people of all classes went in for it, and no 
stigma was attached to a man who “owned” a car, a piano, 
a radio, or the clothes on his back, and paid for them in 
installments. 

Prosperity returned in 1923 and was accompanied, as 
usual, by renewed pressure to make more sales. Sales man- 
agers were bound to “beat last year” or bust. Fortunately, 
there were new instruments at hand in the form of radios 
and electric refrigerators to make installment selling a potent 
factor again and keep many factories running. 

We have traveled a long way since 1900, but we have far- 
ther to go. Installment selling begets installment selling. It 
must extend farther and farther until, finally, as at present, 
it reaches all fields of merchandise. The process involves not 
only our economic scheme but it has marked social conse- 
quences. 

As we have seen. Sears was driven to sell pianos on time 
in order to meet competition. The piano is a high-cost instru- 
ment, durable, and capable of being recovered by the seller if 
the payments on it are not made. Why not, then, extend the 
same system to other categories of goods having the same 
general characteristics as the piano? That is: refrigerators, 
stoves, and such. The process was extended by merchants all 
over America, until, by 1929, it was estimated that install- 
ment sales from all sources were $6,000,000,000, or 12 per 
cent of all retail sales. This would seem to make the United 
States an ideal country for consumer, merchant, and manu- 
facturer. The wheels turn, goods go out, the merchant clears 
his shelves, the consumer enjoys the goods while he pays for 
them. But here we find a whale in the ointment. 

If a man pledges his future income for cars, pianos, false 
teeth, and refrigerators, he will have to reduce his expendi- 
tures for things whose use he can limit : food, clothing, edu- 
cation, travel, books, and so on. The only way in which he 
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could meet his time payments and retain his former scale of 
living would be to increase his income — something beyond 
the capacity of most men. Many years ago the National 
Grocers’ Association complained that men afflicted with the 
“easy-way” habit of buying acquired simultaneously the 
habit of not paying their corner grocer. A lament came, too, 
from the National Association of Credit Men. In 1926, this 
group, representing thirty thousand merchants and manu- 
facturers, said that “the events of recent years clearly show 
that the stimulation of business by the unwise use of credits 
is merely a temporary measure and has a reaction in the se- 
rious disturbance of goods and prices.” Statisticians showed 
conclusively that installment buyers were paying interest 
rates ranging from eleven to forty per cent per annum. This 
had no effect, because the American consumer is not one to 
be deterred by statistics. It meant, however, that he had less 
money to spend for other things, with the result that makers 
and sellers of other things — even if they hated installment 
selling — ^would be driven to do business on time-payment 
plans in order to survive. Soon everything would be sold on 
installment. And with all this would come a new attitude to- 
ward debt of potentially dangerous consequences to the en- 
tire economy of the country. 

The Climate of Installment Selling 

A brief flash back to the catalog of 1925 shows that three 
things are happening in the field of installment sales at 
Sears: (1) these sales are still limited in general to durable 
or semidurable merchandise such as radios and pianos; (2) 
Sears still sells goods for the same price, whether for cash 
or on time, and charges no interest on unpaid balances; (3) 
but, significantly, the moral climate in which it makes these 
sales is changing. Once it was so cold and forbidding that 
time payments could not flourish; then the climate changed 
until the first tentative shoots burst forth in the catalog’s 
pages, and now, in 1925, it has become a warm, moist climate 
in which the once hated installment plan is tenderly nurtured 
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until it achieves a metamorphosis and emerges as the “Easy 
Payment Plan.” 

“Low Prices and Liberal Terms,” announces the catalog 
in the introduction to its radio section, and tells its readers 
to “Use the Easy Payment Order Blank on page 1100.” 

A Nation Keeps Up with the Joneses 

The factors, tangible and intangible, that have caused the 
phenomenal rise of installment selling in the United States 
are too complex to be examined in this book with the care 
that their importance merits. It may be profitable, however, 
to devote some attention to a few of these factors that seem 
to underlie our national life. 

The first is the continuous and unrelenting pressure for 
sales directed against that relatively small group in the na- 
tional community who are able to buy anything beyond the 
primitive needs of food, shelter, and clothing. If we assume 
that the year 1929 was the year of our great prosperity in 
recent times, then we must look at the picture of prosperous 
America as drawn for us by the Brookings Institution. It is 
a picture painted with the clarity of outline and economy of 
stroke that is characteristic of Oriental art at its best, and 
one glance is enough to fill the observer with an unforget- 
table vision. 

In 1929, one fifth of our families had incomes of less than 
$1,000 a year. 

In 1929, twenty million families, or seventy-one per cent, 
had incomes of less than $2,500. 

It is beyond dispute that the families with incomes of less 
than $1,000 were lucky if they could keep body and soul on 
speaking terms. They were not lush fruit to be plucked by 
automobile or radio salesmen; they were thorns in the gar- 
den of our discontent. 

The twenty million families whose incomes were less than 
$200 a month did have enough money, it is true, to keep 
going and pay their life-insurance premiums but certainly 
not enough to enable them to satisfy many of their desires 
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for goods through cash or credit terms. Only two avenues 
were open to them: their savings and the installment plan. 
The reduction of their savings would expose them to the 
perils of the rainy day, and, in any event, billions of dollars 
of savings among middle-class Americans are tied up in life 
insurance and usually are not touched save in dire emergen- 
cies. But the installment plan was a way out because it merely 
pledged future income, and many a man was willing to go 
without steak in the future in order to have a Ford in the 
present. Consequently, this great group became the target of 
installment selling, because, in reality, there was no other 
large group available. Other men had, it is true, more money 
and greater purchasing capacity, but their consuming capac- 
ity was limited by their numbers. This was “that 0.1 per cent 
of the families at the top (who) received practically as much 
as forty-two per cent of the families at the bottom,” in 1929. 

Consequently, hordes of salesmen were turned loose on the 
large group ; they were beseeched to buy this and that on any 
and all kinds of terms; they were deluged with advertising 
and radio pleas; one finance company handling automobile 
“paper” — ^the Commercial Credit Corporation of Baltimore 
— by 1930, had paid out over a period of nine years eighty- 
five per cent in stock dividends in addition to large cash divi- 
dends. Those were the days when the slogan of all business 
executives was “beat last year,” and that meant increasing 
sales by at least ten per cent more than the preceding year, 
which in turn, by arithmetical progression, meant that busi- 
ness would have to reach astronomical figures in order that 
the slogan could each year come true. Those were the days 
when men were supposed to consume themselves into pros- 
perity and when Punch took a swift kick at the attitude in a 
poem by Patrick Barrington (1934). In our process of 
Americanizing the world and keeping our own plants going, 
we had stimulated installment selling in Europe by the sale 
of our automobiles on this plan, so that by 1927-28 the Eng- 
lishman, the Frenchman, the Swede, and the Finn were meet- 
ing payments on their Fords or Chevrolets or radios in the 
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good old American way. Punch did not like all this and pro- 
ceeded to say, ‘^1 didn’t bring my boy tip to be a consumer.” 

^'And what do you mean to bet' 

The kind old Bishop said 
As he took the hoy on his ample knee 
And patted his curly head, 
e should all of us choose a calling 
To help Society's plan; 

Then what do you mean to he, my hoy. 

When you grow to he a man?" 

'7 want to he a Consumer," 

The hright-haired lad replied 
As he gazed into the Bishop's face 
In innocence open-eyed. 

^P've never had aims of a selfish sort. 

For that, as I know is wrong, 

I want to he a Consumer, Sir, 

And help the world along." 

^'But what do you want to he?" 

The Bishop said again, 

^^For we all of %is have to work," said he, 

''As mvist, I think, be plain, 

Are you thinking of studying medicine 
Or taking a Bar exam?" 

"Why no!" the hright-haired lad replied 
As he helped himself to jam. 

"I want to be a Consumer 
And do my duty well; 

For that is the thing that's needed most. 

I've heard economists tell. 

I've made up my mind," the lad was heard. 

As he lit a cigar, to say: 

"I want to he a Consumer, Sir, 

And I want to begin today." 

The upshot of all our frenzied consuming and buying for 
cash, on credit, or on the installment plan, was that the time 
soon came when we had more automobiles, radios, electric 
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refrigerators, waffle irons, and mined aspirin aboveground 
than any other country in the world. We did all this, so to 
speak, in a fit of abstraction, because we had not even begun 
to strain or even to reach the theoretical limit of our pro- 
ductive capacity; in 1929, according to the Brookings In- 
stitution, the productive plant of the United States ran at 
approximately eighty-one per cent of its capacity. This ca- 
pacity, moreover, had been largely devoted to satisfying the 
needs of one great group while the desires of another large 
group were left for fulfillment in that happy day when all 
God’s chillun should have shoes and crowns. And one may 
ask whether the installment sales of 1929 did not proceed in 
part not only from the “prosperity” of that year but also 
from the general evaporation of old ways and beliefs engen- 
dered by the World War. 

Keeping up with the Joneses is an ancient American cus- 
tom, and in the period 1918-29, the Joneses not only kept up 
with one another but even threatened to trample the compet- 
ing Joneses in the rush. During that gilded, gaudy, shabby, 
immensely vulgar, antihumanitarian decade we tended, more 
than ever before, to judge a man by the number of his serv- 
ants, the authenticity of his whisky, the cut of his coat, the 
quality of his mistresses, or the size of his home or apart- 
ment. Men desire the esteem of their fellow men; they are 
conscious of and sensitive to the criteria by which they are 
measured. Now they were able to live up to the criteria, be- 
cause, if they did not have enough money with which to buy 
a Buick or an electric icebox, it was available to them on the 
installment plan, and they could acquire prestige in the pres- 
ent and pay for it in the future through twelve or more equal 
installments. And this meant that the last lingering vestiges 
of nineteenth-century horror of debt had vanished. 

The years of the War worked in another way their won- 
ders to perform, although successful sales managers of the 
period we are considering gave no credit to anything save 
their own efforts. Long before 1914—19 — as far back as the 
eighteenth century — ^the process of dechristianization had 
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been sapping the spiritual foundations of the Western World. 
Millions of men throughout the world, whatever their lip 
services to religion, grew less and less content to live mea- 
gerly in this world as a “vale of tears” in order to reap their 
reward in heaven. They still wanted heaven if they could get 
it and at not too great a cost in the present, but they became 
unwilling to risk the pleasures of earth for the future, priest- 
promised pleasures of heaven. A Ford on Main Street is 
worth two chariots on the milky way. 

As the belief in the hereafter faded, as the conception of 
life on earth as a period of trial and preparation for an after- 
life tended to disappear and be succeeded by a fatalistic con- 
ception of a short and material life as the whole of existence, 
scruples against debt waned, and there arose the passion for 
possessions that marked the 1920’s, It was a passion made 
fiery and electric through the years of the War, when under 
war’s impulse life and living in terms of the old-established 
order became impossible, and only the moment, the joys and 
the possessions and the sensory pleasures of the moment, 
had value, color, and warmth. 

The expansion of installment sales in the United States 
may, therefore, owe as much — or perhaps as little — to the 
decay of religion, and the spiritual ravages of the World 
War, as to the desperate exigencies of our economic system. 
Growing out of the abandonment of the horror of private 
debt is another attitude of great importance at this time. 

Does it not follow that men who regard their private debts 
at least with complacency will regard national debts in the 
same way ? Installment sales prove that millions of men live 
beyond their present incomes and enjoy goods and services 
in the present by pledging their future incomes. What sense, 
then, does it make to condemn municipalities, states, and the 
Federal government for indulging in a practice that we ap- 
plaud on the part of individuals? If it is sound economics for 
installment buyers to owe two to three billions of dollars 
while they use their Fords and Frigidaires, why is it not 
equally sound for government to make all kinds of expendi- 
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tures for our benefit in the present and pay them in the fu- 
ture? If, asks the man in the street, installment buyers can 
owe billions at any given time, why cannot the Federal and 
state governments, with equal soundness, owe more billions ? 
Haven’t we always paid our debts and incurred greater ones ? 
Look at the records of installment sales for the answer. 

Debt Marches On 

Naturally Sears and its customers were affected by the 
developments we have been describing. We have seen how 
Sears in twenty years moved from loathing the vice of debt 
to extending its first tentative embraces toward the monster. 
And by 1935, it flung its arms around the monster but still 
not in complete abandon. 

The catalog for 1935 contains three pages lyrically de- 
scribing the beauties and the virtues of the installment plan. 
One of the pages contains an illustration of a smartly dressed 
young woman seated in her living room. She is resting her 
arm on her catalog-covered knee and has placed her hand 
under pensive chin while she looks wistfully into space. Un- 
derneath the illustration, in big type, is this headline : 

How Much Longer Will You Dream About 
A Beautiful Home? 

The copy then outlines the heaven that is within every 
man’s grasp on easy payments. 

“Your credit here can easily bring you the things you want 
without stinting yourself . . . without waiting until you have 
the ready cash. At Sears you can buy now and pay little by 
little each month out of income. 

“You, too, can have a modern, comfortable home, just like 
your neighbors, without waiting. You don’t have to deny 
yourself and your family the enjoyment of pleasant home 
surroundings . . . the help of modern conveniences . . . for 
lack of ready cash.” 

The favorite theme song of installment sellers is that it is 
easy to acquire possessions at the cost of only a few cents a 

- 533 - 



THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


day. For example, if the selling price of a radio is $36.50, it 
follows that you can acquire it in a year for ten cents a day, 
and out of this fact flows advertising of this kind: “Bring 
the world’s music, entertainers, orators, speakers, and states- 
men into your own home for as little as ten cents a day.” 
And if this is true of radio, it is equally true of other things. 
Thus, for two cents a day, you can acquire culture (and keep 
the radio going at the same time) by reading Forty Thou- 
sand Facts You Never Knew Till Now; for three cents a 
day, you can keep your health and acquire a fashionable 
Florida tan by using the Coral Strand Sunlamp and, at the 
same time, listen to the radio and read the book ; while off in 
another part of the house (at five cents a day), your wife is 
glowing under a Venus Vibro-Massage machine, prepara- 
tory to putting on her Belvedere evening gown (a dollar a 
month) and getting out the Extenso-Flex Bridge Table (four 
cents a day) for a party later in the evening when the chil- 
dren will be sleeping snugly on their Ossiform Mattresses 
for Growing Young Bodies, at eight cents a day. It’s easy, 
all so easy, because as the catalog tells us : 

Payments Never a Hardship 


“Do as 75 per cent of the practical home-makers are doing 
today . . . use credit to get the things you need and want 
right away, and pay just a few dollars each month. At Sears, 
even on good-size orders, the payments are never a hardship 
. . . everything is as simple and easy as A, B, C. 

“Turn, to page 874 and read the list of things you can buy 
on credit. . . .” 

We do turn to page 874 and find these articles among 
many others : 


Automatic Ranges 
Automatic Water Heaters 
Bathroom Outfits 
Building Materials 
Concrete Mixers 
Cream Separators 
Dining-Room Suites 


Electric Fixtures 
Electric Motors 
Electric Refrigerators 
Farm Implements 
Furniture 
Home Furnishings 
Hot-Air Furnaces 
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Incubators and Brooders Poultry Supplies 
Kitchen Ranges Radio Sets 

Mattresses Refrigerators 

Milking Machines Roofing 

Plumbing Equipment Windmills and Towers 

Note that most of these articles are durable or semidur- 
able; many of them are necessities and not luxuries; some of 
them are wealth producing. The final step in installment sell- 
ing — the sale of practically anything under this plan — is yet 
to be taken. 

But already Sears is in tune with the country. It now talks 
of the ease of buying on easy payments, and it adds a “carry- 
ing charge” — that is, interest — to the purchase price of goods 
bought on installment. The days when banks, schoolteachers, 
and parents taught children that two cents a day laid away 
in a bank for twenty years, and held at compound interest, 
would produce a sizable nest egg are now as remote as the 
issues of the Pinchot-Ballinger controversy. 

Installment Selling Goes to Town 

We have traced the various steps by which Sears moved 
from its cash policy in 1905 to its limited installment-selling 
policy in 1925 until it adopted the feature of “carrying 
charges” in 1935. During all this period, however, it had 
kept installment selling within the bounds of durable or semi- 
durable and wealth-producing goods; luxuries, perishables, 
and knickknacks were rigidly excluded from its time-pay- 
ment plan. In 1939, however, under stress of competition 
from mail-order houses and other competitors. Sears’ install- 
ment plan really went to town. 

The 1939 catalog opens with a drawing of a smartly 
dressed bride and groom at whose feet is the caption “Two 
can live. ...” The copy that follows confirms the concept of 
American romantic economics that two can live as cheaply 
as one, and dispels any lingering doubts by telling the young 
couple that if they cannot live on cash they can certainly live 
on the installment plan. 
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“If, at the moment, you don’t happen to have the ready 
cash, don’t let that bother you in the least. Take advantage 
of Sears Easy Payment Plan, and pay out of monthly in- 
come. 

“The beauty of this comfortable credit arrangement is 
that the additional cost is painlessly slight. There are no hid- 
den charges. You know exactly what you’re paying.” 

On the page opposite the happy young bride and groom, 
Sears makes a declaration as radical and as far-reaching in 
its own history as was the declaration of the Rights of Man 
in the history of the world when they were enunciated in the 
American Revolution: 

Sears Now Offer 
Anything and Everything 
On Easy Payments 

(on orders of $10 or more) 

“Whatever you need — shoes, clothing, housewares — rugs, 
furniture, tires — anything and everything from this or any 
other Sears catalog may be purchased on Sears Easy Pay- 
ment Plan. Your order need total only $10 or more. 

“No need to wait. You don’t need the ready cash — you can 
get and enjoy, right now, the merchandise you want — and 
pay for it while you use it. Just a small down payment and a 
little each month will buy anything Sears sell. ...” 

Now all the bars are down and installment selling has be- 
come a high, wide, and handsome practice in American eco- 
nomic life. Whether it will prove beneficial or detrimental, 
only time will tell. 
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R ecently, an obscure, little old man, whose name is known 
to millions of Americans, turned up at the Chicago 
offices of Sears and said that he would like to have a job. He 
had been in retirement for years. He was tired of fishing and 
puttering around the garden. He wanted .something to do 
once again. Whereupon Sears, Roebuck & Company, The 
Largest Store in the World, gladly employed Alvah Curtis 
Roebuck, cofounder, with Richard W. Sears, of Sears, Roe- 
buck & Company in 1886. Shortly after Mr. Roebuck had 
come again into the bright world of business, he was ap- 
pointed colonel on the staff of the governor of Kentucky, and 
it is as Colonel Roebuck that the seventy-six-year-old co- 
founder attends the opening of new Sears’ stores, tells 
youngsters in the organization of the wondrous days of the 
beginning, shows himself to amazed customers; and, in gen- 
eral, plays the part of a legend risen from the ashes. 

In 1895 — after nine years in business with R. W. Sears — 
Roebuck, then thirty-one years old, walked into his partner’s 
office. He said that his stomach was giving him fits; his 
nerves had broken down, and he wanted to sell his one-third 
interest in the business. Mr. Sears bought his partner’s share 
for about $20,000. A one-third interest in Sears today would 
be worth about $150,000,000. But when the coarse-minded 
now ask Colonel Roebuck if he does not regret throwing 
away a vast fortune, he says, no. After all, he replies, Mr. 
Sears is dead. Mr. Rosenwald is dead. Nearly all the old- 
timers of the Company are dead. Some worked themselves to 
death; others just died. But Colonel Alvah C. Roebuck, hale 
and hearty at seventy-six, is still going strong. 
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Richard W. Sears — the man who founded Sears, Roebuck 
— was the breezy, colorful, picturesque type of promoter and 
supersalesman common in America in the 1890’s, although he 
began his career soberly enough as railroad and express 
agent in the tiny hamlet of Redwood Falls, Minnesota. Sears’ 
duties took little of his time, so he sought and received per- 
mission from his employers to sell coal and lumber to the peo- 
ple in the neighborhood. But one day a package of watches 
sent by a Chicago wholesaler addressed to a Redwood Falls 
merchant arrived at the little station. The merchant had re- 
fused to accept the watches for the good reason that he had 
not ordered them. 

This was one of the crooked schemes of the times widely 
employed by wholesalers. They would send a package of mer- 
chandise C.O.D. to a village merchant, along with a letter 
thanking him for his order. The merchant, of course, would 
refuse the shipment and write the wholesaler to keep his 
damned goods on his own shelves. Whereupon, the city 
slicker would write back that it was all a mistake but, inas- 
much as the goods had been delivered at the merchant’s des- 
tination, it would take time and money to retrieve them. The 
loss would be the wholesaler’s. If the merchant would take the 
goods, he could have them at a discount of fifty per cent. 
Needless to say, the goods had been marked up in advance, so 
that even at this discount they would show the wholesaler a 
profit. Frequently, the merchant would snap at this bait and 
take the goods, feeling that he had outwitted the city slicker. 
And here at Redwood Falls, Minnesota, in 1886, when Rich- 
ard W. Sears was twenty-three years old, lay a package that 
the local merchant would not take. 

Ever watchful to earn a dollar, the young agent wrote the 
Chicago firm that he would sell the watches for it on commis- 
sion. By the next mail, he was told to go ahead. Sears then 
sent a sample watch to other agents of the railroad and 
offered a commission to sell them. In a week, all the watches 
were gone and Sears wrote for another batch. Within six 
months, he was selling watches for himself by mail in Minne- 
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apolis; by 1887, he had moved to Chicago and established the 
R. W. Sears Watch Company. It is at this point that he 
struck a partnership deal with Roebuck. 

Sears found that his watches seemed to sutler from one 
slight defect: frequently, they would not run. And some of 
his customers were ungrateful enough to return them. He 
found, furthermore, that it was cheaper to repair watches 
than to buy new ones for disgruntled customers. So he ran a 
“Help Wanted” advertisement for a watchmaker. This ad- 
vertisement fell into the hands of young Roebuck, then in 
Chicago, whose favorite book back in his home town of La 
Fayette, Indiana, had been Complete Treatise on Modern 
Horology. Roebuck got the job, and later a partnership. 

The business, under Sears’ dynamic management and the 
employment of methods common at the time, flourished vig- 
orously. For example, he advertised an expensive-looking 
suite of furniture for three or four dollars, and the customers 
got doll’s furniture for their money. Once he saw a suit of 
clothes advertised in a Chicago newspaper, reproduced a 
drawing of it in his catalog, and received orders for thou- 
sands of suits. The harassed partners then had to scurry all 
over Chicago to find suits to fill the orders, and while scurry- 
ing ran into a young clothing manufacturer named Julius 
Rosenwald. On other occasions, however, when orders from 
customers exceeded the stock on hand, or when they called 
for goods which had never been on hand and could not be 
conveniently located in Chicago, Sears resolved the dilemma 
by dumping the orders in the stove. 

Another favorite Sears scheme was to send out thousands 
of circulars offering a national prize to the customer who 
first sent in his order, and smaller prizes to the first order 
from each of the states. The Prix de Sears was announced 
in the following letter : 

Kind Friend : We believe if we can induce you to read 
this circular you will favor us with your order at once. 

True, you may not get the $500.00 piano, or even a 
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$50.00 gold watch, yet, considering the small number of 
these offers we are sending out, you ought at least be in 
time for a gold watch if you answer at once. But, in case 
you do not get the piano, or a watch, you are sure to get 
some nice present, and the shoes we send you at $2.75 are 
worth nearly three times the price asked. If you will fill 
out the enclosed order blank and send to us at once, with 
$2.75, for a pair of shoes described, we will see that you 
get a nice present, and, if first, the piano; if not first of 
all, but first from your State, a $50.00 gold watch. As an 
extra inducement, if your order is received any time within 
30 days, we will see that you get an extra nice present. 

But please answer at once and try to be first. Very truly. 

Sears Roebuck & Company. 

By 1895, Roebuck’s health had broken down under the 
strain of trying to keep up with his restless, dynamic partner. 
He sold out to Sears, and Julius Rosenwald became the new 
partner. For some time, the firm of Rosenwald & Weil had 
been selling more and more suits to Sears, until he had be- 
come their biggest customer. Julius Rosenwald asked Sears 
how he managed to sell so much clothing by mail, and when he 
had been told, he became a convert to the mail-order method 
of doing business. He wanted to embark in the business and 
Sears wanted him to come in because he needed more capital. 
The two men soon agreed on terms of partnership and in 
1895 Rosenwald became a member of the firm of Sears, Roe- 
buck & Company. Thereafter it was to become completely 
changed in system, outlook, and morality. 

The latter part of the nineteenth century-— the period 1865- 
1900 — saw the country governed in its economic life by a rule 
of caveat emptor rarely paralleled in savagery and cruelty. In 
high places and low, the cardinal principle of business conduct 
was : the customer be damned. Get rich honestly if you can, 
but get rich. And if a Rockefeller got rich very quickly in oil, 
or a Gould in railroads, with millions of dollars and empires 
as the stake, lesser men by the thousands indulged in shameful 
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skulduggery with pennies as their reward. For this is the land 
where little men with the mechanical fidelity almost of robots 
play the sedulous ape to their financial superiors, justifying 
themselves, if justification were needed, by the query: “If 
they get away with it, why shouldn’t I ?” 

In the golden age of corruption, when adulteration, mis- 
branding, misrepresentation, and false weights and measures 
were accepted as part of the day’s business by nearly every- 
one, the consumer was robbed by every device except a gun 
pointed at his head. This, for instance, was common practice 
in cities having large numbers of newly arrived immigrants. 
An immigrant woman would try on a hat in a store. Hardly 
had she got it on her head before the clerk would pull from 
his pocket a document which he read to the customer who 
scarcely understood the language and was terrified by the 
customs of a new country. It stated what purported to be the 
law of the land, namely, that a woman who kept a hat on her 
head for two minutes was obligated to purchase it. So-called 
reputable wholesalers often swindled their customers in this 
manner. The wholesaler’s traveling salesmen would take or- 
ders from retailers, but they would not give the customer a 
copy of the order. When the order, sometimes containing doz- 
ens of items, reached the wholesaler, his “write-up man” 
would go through it and raise prices wherever he thought he 
could do so without risk of detection. And sometimes, retail- 
ers used a scheme which is reminiscent of the title of one of, 
Fielding’s plays : Rape upon Rape, or Justice Caught In His 
Own Trap. In this case, whenever the retailer bought men’s 
suits he bought an equal number of cheap watches. Into the 
trouser pocket of each pair went a watch. Then when the cus- 
tomer was trying them on, he would feel the watch, conclude 
it had been left by another customer, and would be so intent 
on stealing it that he would readily pay $25 for a $15 suit. 

In thousands of stores throughout the land, prices were on 
a catch-as-catch-can basis; Oriental haggling was common, 
and the customer paid all the traffic would bear. Mr. J. C. 
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Penney, the well-known merchant, writing of his early ex- 
periences as a clerk in Denver, notes one method by which 
consumers were fleeced: 

... I found my next job in a store down Larimer 
Street, but it wasn’t long before I walked out on that 
too. It happened this way. I was keeping stock when I 
noticed one stock number of men’s hose marked at two 
different prices, the same hose marked one pair for a quar- 
ter and two pairs for a quarter. I went to the proprietor. 

“There must be a mistake in the price marks on these 
hose,” I said. 

“Young man,” he replied sharply, “you mind your own 
business. Sell those socks for a quarter when you can, and 
when you can’t sell them two pairs for a quarter.” 

Hitherto we have observed the catalog as a recorder of 
passing events ; as a dispassionate chronicle of economic and 
technological cause and effect; as part of the history of our 
changing manners and morals. We may now observe it as it 
steps out on the continental stage of America to bring about 
salutary and permanent change. 

The two-price system was manifestly impossible in cata- 
logs. A mail-order firm could do business only under a one- 
price system in which prices varied solely with the seasons. 
Sears, therefore, was compelled to sell to all at one price, and 
when the influence of its example had penetrated to every 
hamlet of the countryside, and influential city stores such as 
Macy’s and Wanamaker’s inaugurated one-price systems in 
the cities, one of the knock-down-and-drag-out practices of 
unscrupulous merchants was dealt a severe blow. In time, the 
order of the business day everywhere became one- price 
plainly marked and the same price to all. 

This change in selling practice, however important, must 
be considered as secondary to an even more important change 
brought about in large part by the catalogs. They wrought a 
revolution in merchandising and tended to make buying safe 
for the consumer through the principle of the mail-order 
guarantee : 
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We guarantee that each and every article in this catalog 
is exactly as described and illustrated. 

We guarantee that any article purchased from us will 
satisfy you perfectly ; that it will give you the service you 
have a right to expect; that it represents full value for the 
price you pay. 

If for any reason whatsoever you are dissatisfied with 
any article purchased from us, we expect you to return it 
to us at our expense. 

We will then exchange it for exactly what you want, 
or will return your money, including any transportation 
charges you have paid. 

Now these are brave words, and similar bravura state- 
ments have lured millions o£ dollars from the pockets of un- 
suspecting Americans. They were not, however, as Sears em- 
ployed them, mere brave words at all (although it took 
courage to use them at first) but a statement of principle 
upon which its business was founded. Let us see first why 
Sears was compelled to invoke this principle, and then assess 
its effect upon American retail business in general. 

Sears’ problem was this. It listed in the catalog, let us say, a 
suitcase. Harold Drawwater who grows, apples ten miles 
from Yakima, Washington, gets the catalog. He usually 
trades at the Banner Store in Yakima, and at the moment is 
thinking of buying a suitcase and going to Portland after 
his crop is picked. He sees one that he likes in the catalog. 
There is a picture of it and a description; it seems to be a 
bargain and Harold likes to save a dollar. But he can’t touch 
the Sears suitcase or get the heft of it, because it lies on a 
shelf in Chicago clear across the continent, while a clerk at 
the Banner would pull one down for him, let him smell the 
leather, and yank on the straps. There are other drawbacks 
that make Herald hesitate about buying his luggage from 
Sears. He has to send those faraway fellows his money in ad- 
vance without having seen anything but a picture ; he has to 
take their word for it that the suitcase is as represented, and 
if he is not satisfied he may return it and have his money re- 
funded or get a new suitcase without charge. The guarantee 
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reads convincingly on paper ; those Chicago people look hon- 
est. Harold takes a chance. He sends Sears a money order, and 
a week later the suitcase is in his hand. 

Then one of three things happens. He likes what he bought 
and keeps it. He doesn’t like what he bought, he returns it, 
and his money comes back to him. He uses the suitcase for a 
little while, it does not prove satisfactory, and in response to 
his complaint. Sears sends him, according to his choice, a new 
suitcase or the money he had paid for it. But whatever hap- 
pens, Harold is now convinced that Sears is on the level and 
he becomes an enthusiastic mail-order customer. 

The guarantee thus made buying safe for Harold. But 
what of Sears ? If it did not abide by its promises, if it failed 
to make a refund for an alleged “all-leather suitcase” that 
ran down the customer’s leg when he was caught with it in a 
heavy rain, or did not return the purchase price of ten yards 
of “fast-color cretonne” that became a confused rainbow in 
the washtub, it would lose the confidence of its customers, and 
its business was based in the highest degree upon confidence. 
On the other hand, if too many articles came back and too 
many refunds were made, it would inevitably go bankrupt. 

Sears, therefore, in protecting the consumer had first to 
protect itself. It had to know, for instance, beyond the shadow 
of a doubt that a blanket represented by it to be “all wool” 
was made in fact of the locks of Mary’s little lamb instead of 
a coal-tar and buttermilk concoction shaken up in a chemist’s 
test tubes. How could it know? There was only one infallible 
way: putting the blankets to test in its own laboratories be- 
fore they were put into the catalog. This innovation com- 
pelled manufacturers to deliver to Sears what they had prom- 
ised to deliver. It assured Sears it was receiving what it had 
paid for and — ^most important — enabled it to stand behind the 
promises made to customers without fear of serious loss. But 
the benefits of this practice extended far beyond the circle of 
Sears’ own business. The factories who supplied it also sup- 
plied other customers, and as they were held to severe tests 
and specifications, they were compelled to improve their pro- 

— 544 — 



“THE LARGEST STORE IN THE WORLD” 

cesses of manufacture. The result was that they delivered 
better goods to all their customers and these in turn to con- 
sumers. 

In the course of time, many retailers, faced with the strong 
competitive pull generated by the money-back guarantee of 
Sears, had to discard caveat emptor and even, as competition 
increased, transform it into caveat venditor, and, finally, em- 
brace the doctrine that “the customer is always right.” Re- 
tailers were then faced with the same dilemma that had once 
confronted Sears. Actually their position was more difficult, 
because while they now had to stand behind their goods, they 
could not afford to maintain testing laboratories to assure 
they were receiving what they bought. The obvious solution 
which they adopted was to turn to wholesalers and manufac- 
turers who had a reputation for fair dealing. These dealers — 
because their salvation lay in the retailer’s survival — ^were 
forced to police the quality of the goods they offered. Thus, 
the consumer came to be protected in some degree, not by 
measures he had taken for his own protection, but by compe- 
titors who had once preyed on him yet who now had to strug- 
gle for his custom in a changed merchandise world. 

This is not to say that ever was a time when there were not 
some honest manufacturers and merchants. There was al- 
ways an honest minority. But competition did not once compel 
a large number to be honest whether they liked it or not. Nor 
is this to say that all the representations of Sears have been, 
or are, mathematically accurate. It, too, like many men and in- 
stitutions, has sometimes been the creature of its times. Wit- 
ness Sears’ large business in fake medicines when such medi- 
cines were commonly sold in this country. It is beyond doubt, 
however, that the Company has in general offered honest mer- 
chandise honestly, and adhered without question to its money- 
back guarantee, so that if it ever willfully or unwittingly led 
the customer astray he had immediate and satisfactory re- 
course. And certainly this is not to say that the influence of 
Sears, or of any other organization of businessmen, or of con- 
sumers, has been sufficient to abolish from this country mis- 
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branding, misrepresentation, and other dishonest devices em- 
ployed to fleece the people. The fact is, as everybody knows, 
that ingenious and shameless frauds are perpetrated daily 
upon consumers by some manufacturers and their more or 
less innocent retail distributors. But this in no wise detracts 
from the profound influence exerted by the money-back grtar- 
antee of Sears in breaking down the once almost universally 
observed rule of caveat emptor in retail selling, and thereby 
favorably affecting the purses of millions. 

In 1896, Sears’ sales were $1,273,000. By 1914, they were 
$101,121,000. In June, 1914, the Committee on Business 
Ethics of the National Civic Federation asked Mr. Rosen- 
wald his opinion on business practices. He wrote in reply: 
“Not long ago the general practice in business was to let the 
buyer look out for his own interests. The man who sold made 
little or no effort to protect the man who bought. . . . But of 
late years this has changed. There has come into practice 
generally a new and wholesome doctrine of business moral- 
ity. More and more the man who sells has come to realize that 
he has a very definite responsibility toward the man who 
buys.” 

The Farmer’s Bible 

Twice each year — in the spring and fall — heavy trains roll 
out of Chicago laden with 7,000,000 catalogs weighing a 
trifle under three pounds each, making a total weight of 
21,000,000 pounds. The cars are bound for ten Sears mail- 
order branches scattered from Seattle to Atlanta. Here the 
catalogs are put in the mails and distributed to families who 
eagerly await them. At other intervals, other cars, heavily 
laden with special departmental catalogs— agricultural im- 
plements, tombstones, and such— and with “flyers” (bargain 
bulletins), make their way across the continent, so that al- 
most every month in the year the great stream of American 
mail is swollen by the torrent that pours into it from Sears. 

Actually the catalog is not one catalog but a number of 
catalogs. The editions that are made up for various sections 
of the country vary in size and content, because the people 
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and their merchandise needs vary sharply from section to 
section. The ice skates and ski suits that are featured in the 
New England edition are, of course, omitted from the South- 
ern edition; farm machinery, because of varying crop and 
soil differences, differs according to the region in which the 
catalog is distributed. Southern women like bright colors and 
frilly clothes. The North wants quieter colors and plainer 
clothes. The Far West prefers modern furniture; the Middle 
West period designs; the South wants mail-order baroque; 
the East sticks to the colonial. 

At first, the catalog was sold for one dollar. Then the 
price was reduced to ten cents. Now it is given away but, as 
we shall see, it is given away with care. The cost of this large 
book, containing upward of one thousand pages, filled with 
illustrations and color plates, varies with the years. Its price 
has fluctuated within recent years between a high of $1.39 
and a low of sixty cents; now it costs about eighty cents a 
copy to produce in quantities of fourteen million. 

The catalog is always old and always new; always the 
same and never the same. Each issue resembles in a general 
way each preceding issue; but every issue has new merchan- 
dise, features, text, and illustrations. And the making of it is 
never completed, because, at the moment when a Wisconsin 
farmer is taking the new fall edition out of his mailbox, the 
new spring edition is getting under way at Chicago. 

How the Catalog; Is Made 

Back of the catalog stands an immense organization. At 
the top, there is a general advertising manager with numer- 
ous assistants. Functioning along with him is a production 
manager, aided by a large staff, who is in charge of mechani- 
cal production. Then there are a number of sales managers, 
each of whom has his assistants. Typical of this group is the 
sales manager for automobile accessories. It is his duty to 
see that this department is adequately represented in the cat- 
alog as to space, prices, texts, and illustrations. 

These men, sofo speak, are the catalog’s architects. (Later 
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we shall examine the duties of the draftsmen who work un- 
der them.) And the catalog is built to house a display of 
merchandise. The architect’s employer is consequently the 
man in charge of merchandising — a vice-president of Sears. 
He must decide, in consultation with departmental super- 
visors and others, these all-important questions: what is to 
go into the catalog; the amount of space to be apportioned 
each department; how much space for the various items, and 
the one central selling idea, or “theme song,” that is to domi- 
nate the particular issue. The emphasis varies. Sometimes it 
is fashion; sometimes thrift; sometimes the soundness of 
merchandise assured by Sears’ laboratories. 

The question of what is to go into the catalog and how 
much space it is to occupy is vital. The pulling power of this 
huge book, with a circulation of millions of copies reaching 
out to every post office in the land, is so enormous that, in 
1931, pages were sold to outside advertisers (Chevrolet and 
The Curtis Publishing Company) at $23,000 apiece. (This 
experiment was immediately thereafter discarded by Sears. ) 
If catalog space is so valuable to outsiders, it is equally valu- 
able to insiders, and the auditing prices set upon pages for 
Sears’ own departments range from $5,000 to $20,000 a 
page. 

Every page is constructed according to a rigid plan. It 
contains usually a “feature” and a “volume” item besides 
listings of merchandise at intermediate prices. The feature 
— ^usually the highest-priced item on the page — is placed 
where it is most likely to catch the reader’s eye: the upper 
right-hand corner. Around it are grouped the other and 
lower-priced items. Experience shows that about sixty per 
cent of the customers will select the cheapest merchandise 
from the “volume” items; the remainder will buy the “fea- 
ture” items at the highest prices, and other goods at inter- 
mediate prices. 

Sales statistics, a vast experience gained in continental 
merchandising, and a knowledge of economic conditions all 
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over the country guide Sears in determining how much space 
shall be allotted any item. Thus the washing machine began 
its catalog life inconspicuously with small space; as its sales 
increased, the amount of space devoted to it increased, until 
now, it is given two or more pages. But if, after a carefully 
watched trial, its sales had declined ; if the public had signi- 
fied it did not want or was not yet ready for the washing 
machine, it would have been ruthlessly thrown out of the 
catalog or shoved into a corner. 

Once the merchandise and its space allotments have been 
decided upon, a page blueprint called a “layout” is made for 
each page of the catalog. It is the catalog in embryo with 
marked-out blocks for text, illustrations, and drawings. In 
New York, Sears maintains elaborate photograph studios 
and a large staff of photographers, technicians, and artists. 
Wherever possible, merchandise is photographed on live 
models and photographs are generally used to illustrate mer- 
chandise. But nonetheless, photographs are not used for 
many categories of goods. Sears must neither overplay nor 
underplay what is offers for sale. If it overplays its illustra- 
tions, customers will be deceived; but (as often happens with 
photographs) if it underplays its illustrations, merchandise 
will look flimsier than it actually is. Pictures are vital to the 
catalog whose customers are the length of a continent away. 
Consequently, tires, furniture, and other things are pictured 
by drawings which accurately show their strength and mas- 
siveness. 

Certain ironclad restrictions are placed upon the men who 
make the photographs and drawings for the catalog. The 
farmer is never represented as a rube with straw behind his 
ears; he never wears the battered straw sun hat and goatee 
of the vaudeville stage ; he is never an Uncle Hiram with to- 
bacco juice staining his white beard. No model, man or 
woman, is shown smoking a cigarette. And while the pages 
of women’s clothes are thickly sprinkled with photographs of 
girls who have slender figures, there are numbers of others 
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whose plump, matronly figures are like those of the cow- 
milking, chore-performing, child-bearing farm women with 
whom the catalog so largely deals. 

While the photographers and artists are at work in New 
York, the copywriters are busy in Chicago writing the ac- 
companying texts. Finally, all have completed their job, and 

1.000 to 1,500 pages are ready to go to the printer. In order 
to keep up with this large number of pages involving nearly 

50.000 items, as they go to and from the printer. Sears has 
evolved a simple system. 

It has a huge chart called a Follow-up Board. Attached to 
it is a rack containing a thousand or more sections each of 
which holds a set of cards. There is a section for each page, 
and the sections are numbered from one to a thousand. At 
first, each section holds eight colored cards, and when the 
eight are in the section it is a notice that the printing of that 
page has not been started. 

If you look at the rack and find that the yellow card is gone 
from page 188, you know that the copy has been written and 
sent to the editorial department. When the brown card goes 
out, you know that the copy is at the printer’s ; the disappear- 
ance of other colored cards indicates that various processes 
of manufacture are in progress. Finally, the blue card goes 
and this means that proofs have been okayed and sent to the 
printer. A new catalog is about to be born. 

The printing of the catalog is surrounded with secrecy. 
A stranger cannot get into the printing plant without written 
permission from Sears. Prices are not inserted in the copy 
until the moment the catalog goes to press. The obvious rea- 
son for secrecy, of course, is to prevent competitors from 
learning Sears’ prices in advance and changing their own 
accordingly. 

The staggering job of printing the Sears catalogs is not 
done by Sears. Once it had its own printing plant but it soon 
found that this was uneconomical. During the rush season, 
it was overworked; at other times, while new catalogs were 
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being prepared, it had little to do. Sears, therefore, has its 
printing done by two large Chicago firms. 

One of the difficult problems of printing the catalog is the 
paper. The paper required must be light, thin, opaque, tough, 
and cheap. While the catalog is being printed, the paper is 
frequently weighed, because even a slight increase in weight 
would put the catalog into another mail classification and 
cost Sears thousands of dollars. Even the absorption of mois- 
ture from the air may put the weight of the catalog just over 
the postal border line into another classification. 

The job of making the requisite catalog paper was put up 
to Sears’ own chemists who after a number of years of ex- 
perimentation finally solved it, and so benefited not only 
Sears but all others who print lightweight, books and maga- 
zines. 

“The Advertising Guide” 

Sears annually deals with about ten million mail-order 
families whose orders result in over two hundred million 
transactions. These orders come from every social and eco- 
nomic class in the United States. The catalog’s text must, 
therefore, reach and appeal to an audience as wide and as 
varied as America. It must be vivid but not florid; descrip- 
tive but not imaginative; simple but not boring, and, above 
all, scrupulously honest. The Advertising Guide, for use in 
the catalog division, was first issued in 1908 and, with suc- 
cessive revisions and changes, has continued to be the copy- 
writer’s law from which he must not deviate. The following 
are some of the instructions contained in it : 

“Copy reading ‘regardless of cost’ should be used spar- 
ingly, as cost is always regarded. 

“Exaggerated claims and unrestrained superlatives under- 
mine customers’ confidence. Therefore avoid free use of such 
expressions as Best, Finest, Biggest, and avoid all statements 
the truth of which may be questioned. 

“Appeals to patriotism as an argument to induce buying 
are to be avoided.” 
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There are hundreds of trade terms in common use by- 
American consumers. Few know their precise meaning, and 
this permits unscrupulous advertisers to misrepresent their 
goods successfully. Sears insists that trade terms be used 
with precision. Here are some of them : 

Pure Dye — ^Applied to a silk fabric which contains no 
more than 10% of any substance (metallic or other type) 
other than silk. Black pure dye silk may contain as high as 
15%. Other things being equal, pure-dye silk will give 
far better service than weighted silk. 

Waterproof — ^Applied to fabrics which must pass a 
severe spray test in which 1 qt. (1000 c.c) of water per 
minute falls from a height of 4 feet on 7 square inches of 
fabric, supported at a 45 degree angle. No drop of water 
must penetrate the fabric within 24 hours. 

Linen weave may not be used because any weave can be 
made from linen fibers. There is no weave which is al- 
ways made of linen. The use of this term cannot be con- 
demned too strongly as being misleading and inaccurate. 

On numerous occasions throughout this book, we have 
seen how the catalog poked out its tongue at the local dealer. 
Those bawdy days are gone forever. For a long time, The 
Advertising Guide has contained this canon of conduct: 

“It has been the practice of mail order selling for many 
years to present some of our goods on the basis of, for ex- 
ample, ^eliminating the middleman/ thus speaking in a de- 
rogatory manner of the dealer. This practice should be dis- 
continued. . . .” The worm has not only turned but has begun 
to bite. The lowly middleman is now trying to drive Sears 
and other chain-store organizations out of business through 
legislation. 

Finally, the catalog is as direct as a hard-boiled top ser- 
geant. When it talks about shoes, for example, it does not 
start out with a story about the aching feet of Stanley as he 
searched for Livingston in the African wilds, and end with 
the conclusion that he would have been a happier man had he 
been wearing a pair of Sears’ Compo Soles. It tells you what 
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the shoes are made of; how they look; what you may expect 
of them, and the price. In describing its nightgowns, it does 
not suggest that if you wear one you will wind up in the bed 
of the Maharajah of Kapurthala; it does not promise that its 
tooth paste will enable you to flash a smile that will make the 
Federal Reserve take your promissory note on the spot; it 
makes no claim that its washing machines will save your 
hands and give them a fluency unseen since Mary Garden 
used hers with such effect in Debussy’s Pelleas and Meli- 
sande. In 1936, Time magazine, reviewing an article in 
Printer’s Ink about the catalog, said ; 

Having perused the 928-page “Golden Jubilee” Sears, 
Roebuck & Co. catalog lately mailed to 6,500,000 custom- 
ers, Printer’s Ink last week marked three lessons for the 
average advertiser : 

(1) Though the occasion was its fiftieth anniversary, 

Sears devoted less than one-tenth of one per cent of the 
catalog to talking about itself, which might be a good 
proportion to keep in mind. 

(2) Though it is necessary to describe mail-order mer- 
chandise in great detail, Sears provides more information 
than is ordinarily available in a personal transaction. 

(3) Nowhere in the volume is merchandise repre- 
sented as a means to such ends as these : 

Getting a husband. 

Holding a husband. 

Saving the home from wreckage. 

Soothing the nerves. 

Getting a date for the Junior Prom. 

Overcoming social inferiority. 

Curing a disease of the “housewife’s knuckles” type. 

Eliminating sleepless nights. 

Preventing the baby from having to have dental plates 
at age seven. ■ 

Stimulating an emotional jag. 

Yet somehow Sears seems to struggle along and sell a 
few items every year. 
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"Please Send Me a Catalog” 

Every year Sears receives 3,000,000 post cards and let- 
ters, written in many languages, all of them saying, “Please 
send me a catalog.” It is the business of the circulation de- 
partment of the ordinary publication to keep circulation up. 
At Sears, the circulation department is primarily concerned 
with keeping circulation down. The scale of its efforts may 
be measured by the fact that it receives an average of 10,000 
requests each business day for the catalog. Obviously, the 
sending of catalogs to persons who do not buy is an expensive 
luxury that Sears cannot afford. It has, therefore, established 
these rules : a catalog is sent to anyone who writes for it. If 
you do not buy, you do not get it again unless you request 
once more that it be sent you; if you buy a trivial amount, 
you must also write for the catalog to get it the next time. 
If, however, you buy enough to become a “preferred cus- 
tomer” (the exact amount necessary to achieve this status is 
a Company secret), the catalog is automatically sent to you 
each season. 

It might be thought that Sears would lose an irreplaceable 
asset if its customers’ list should be destroyed by fire or other 
calamity. This is not the case. Apparently Sears’ customers 
are as anxious to be on its list as the Company is to have 
them on it. It therefore regards the possible loss of its list 
with equanimity — an attitude confirmed by experiment. Some 
years ago, in order to obtain light on this potential problem, 
Sears advertised in the newspapers of certain counties that 
its list of customers for those counties had been lost. It re- 
quested that customers send their names in to Chicago. When 
the names were checked against the list in Sears’ possession, 
it was found that not only had all the old customers responded 
but a number of new persons sent in their names. Thereafter, 
the fire hazard caused Sears executives no more sleepless 
nights. 

What Sears Knows About America 

In 1932, Fortune magazine said: “To the Company, the 
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farmer remains a profound and incalculable mystery, a hand 
that reaches out dollars or keeps them in his pocket, a thin 
envelope that arrives in the mail. Of the farmer’s thoughts 
and desires and changing tastes practically nothing is indi- 
cated, except through what he does not buy.” 

This is equivalent to saying that if a man had a toothache 
he might think he was suffering from kidney trouble, because 
he had not lived long enough with his teeth to spot their exact 
location in his body. Actually, Sears has a mass of knowl- 
edge about the farmer, intimate and statistical, excelled per- 
haps only by that of the Department of Agriculture. How 
could it have had billions of transactions with millions of 
farmers for over fifty years and at the end of that time be in 
complete ignorance about them? 

Sears knows far more about farmers than the average 
man knows about his own wife. There are men at Sears who 
can tell you what the farmer thinks about when he gets up 
in the morning, and why; what the family discuss at the 
breakfast table; the kind of underwear the farmer’s wife 
wears to church; what the farmer’s son says to a girl when 
he is courting, and who are the farmer’s daughter’s favorite 
movie stars. They can tell you the sort of pictures that hang 
on the walls of the farmer’s home; his wife’s favorite dishes 
and how she prepares them; what the farm family does on 
holidays. Information of this kind is not gathered for aca- 
demic use. It is vital to Sears’ business which, after all, is 
simply knowing what people want and the prices they can 
afford to pay to satisfy their wants. 

Sears not only goes to the farmer but the farmer also goes 
to Sears. Every year, thousands of country folk visit Sears 
mail-order houses and are taken on a conducted tour to see 
at firsthand the workings of the entire mechanism. And 
Sears goes to the farmer not only through a host of investi- 
gators, but also through the Sears Educational Division and 
the Sears Agricultural Foundation. The Educational Divi- 
sion provides exhibits, free of all charges except transporta- 
tion costs, for home-demonstration agents, county agents, 
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and other leaders in rural economics. Well-informed advisers 
are retained by Sears to answer hundreds of letters from 
farmers asking for advice on a multitude of practical farm 
questions, while a home adviser answers the household ques- 
tions that are sent to Sears by the farmer’s wife. 

Let us look at another extracurricular activity of Sears. 
Thousands of farmers make extra money during the winter 
by trapping. America, despite its industrialization, is one of 
the great fur-producing countries of the world. Strangely 
enough, the annual fur catch of the Southern state of Lou- 
isiana is more valuable than that of all Canada. But the 
farmer who had trapped a few mink, raccoons, or opossums 
was at great disadvantage when he marketed his furs. He 
could sell them only to a local merchant who in turn was at 
the mercy of the city fur dealer, or send them on consign- 
ment to city dealers and take what they pleased to give them. 
Sears set out to remedy this situation. Although its motive 
was not altruistic, that is beside the point. 

A few years ago, the catalog contained a page suggesting 
that if farmers and trappers would consign their furs to 
Sears, it would, without charge, grade and market them and 
guarantee consignors a higher price than they could get else- 
where. Such is the confidence of its customers in Sears that 
thousands of shipments of furs were immediately received. 
The Company graded them expertly, sold them expertly, and 
farmers benefited. 

But Sears did not stop at this point. Great money losses 
are caused by the fact that many farmers and trappers do 
not know how to prepare their skins for market in order to 
get premium prices. So Sears set out to teach trappers the 
best methods of preparing skins. Every year for the past 
eleven years, it has held a National Fur Show in Chicago 
where it exhibits the prize-winning furs that took prizes for 
careful pelt handling. The cash awards amount to $4,590, 
the first prize bringing the winner $1,000. 

Sears, therefore, has an intimate knowledge of the farmer 
at home, in the fields, in the forests, and on the trap lines 
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And. back of all this, motivating it and giving it factual real- 
ity, is this statistical maxim of Sears’ business : every year, 
year in and year out, its mail-order sales are approximately 
two per cent of the total farm income of the country. 

The Great Divide 

For about forty years — 1886 to 1925 — Sears was in the 
mail-order business exclusively. It is still in the mail-order 
business, but now it is also one of America’s great chain- 
store organizations. It now has about 450 stores operating 
from coast to coast, rolling up annual sales in excess of 
$350,000,000 and ovei'shadowing the business done by the 
mail-order division. 

Yet Sears did not want to go into the retail business. It 
was forced into it. 

In the early 1900’s, some of America’s witch doctors (syn- 
onym: economists) rattled their bones and amulets and sol- 
emnly announced that the mail-order business would soon be 
one with the growing of indigo. How far wide of the mark 
they shot is proved by Sears’ (and others’) lusty mail-order 
sales, But there was much in what they said. 

By 1920, America was out of the mud and on automobile 
wheels. The farmer was no longer isolated. He need never 
again put in a stock of provisions in the fall and emerge in 
the spring. Fle had the telephone for communication and the 
automobile for mobility. He could go to town to sell and buy 
whenever he pleased. He could shop from one store to the 
next store, comparing goods and prices, and this particularly 
pleased the farmer’s wife. It was obvious that, although the 
mail-order business would go on for years, its greatest years 
were behind it. Sears, therefore, was faced with this di- 
lemma : should it continue in the mail-order business exclu- 
sively and watch its sales and profits decline, or should it go 
into the retail business and also retain its mail-order divi- 
sion? The latter course was decided upon and, in 1925, the 
first store was opened in the Sears Merchandise Building in 
Chicago. 
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In the furtherance of its retail plan, however, Sears un- 
dertook what was for Sears a still more radical departure — 
that is, it opened its largest stores in cities. This was done for 
the sound reason that few mail-order customers are city folk, 
and to open stores in cities would tap new markets. At the 
same time, to operate stores in agricultural communities 
would mean competing with its own catalog. Sears stores, 
therefore, are located in cities and in smaller towns which 
are more industrial than agricultural; for example, Gary, 
Indiana. 

The city stores are known to the Sears organization as 
“A” stores. They are, in reality, department stores, but with 
this important exception : they lay far greater stress on hard- 
ware, refrigerators, stoves, automobile accessories, paint, 
washing machines, and household furnishings than does the 
average department store. Sears is an expert in these fields 
because of its long experience in selling heavy, semidurable 
merchandise through the catalog. The average department 
store, on the other hand, has tended to leave these fields to 
specialty stores, and content itself with more conventional 
department-store merchandise such as clothing, cosmetics, 
rugs, jewelry, and so on. Consequently, Sears readily found 
a market in the cities which would have been far more diffi- 
cult to capture if it had made the error of attempting a 
frontal assault on the well-intrenched, fashion-conscious de- 
partment stores. 

In smaller cities. Sears has “B” stores. These are essentially 
stores for men. They deal in tools, men’s clothes, agricultural 
equipment, automobile accessories, building materials, sport- 
ing goods, and, of course, household furnishings. A smaller 
group of smaller stores are included in the “C” division. 
They are, in effect, pocket-sized editions of the “B” stores. 

These Sears stores are an expression of the urbanization 
of the United States; of the end of rural isolation and the 
triumph of the automobile; of the movement away from the 
farm and the loss of agriculture’s once predominant place in 
the country’s economic life. The fact that Sears’ combined 
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retail and mail-order sales now amount to about $600,000,- 
000 annually, that about $2,000,000 pours into Sears’ cash 
registers every business day, in no way reduces the signifi- 
cance of the fact that when the first Sears store opened in 
1925 it opened not only upon a new venture for the Company, 
but also upon a new day in America. 

In Any Language 

In endlessly changing America, some things seem to 
change but little. Despite the fact that the last great tide of 
immigration came rolling up to American shores in 1914 — a 
quarter century ago — thousands of Sears’ customers do not 
read or write English. It is not to be expected, however, that 
a firm which has found it possible to fit trusses, wigs, and 
artificial legs for customers whom it has never seen and will 
never see would be deterred from selling men simply because 
they do not possess a common tongue. And it is not. “We 
Have Translators to Read and Write All Languages,” 
said the catalog of 1905. As proof of its linguistic abilities, 
it added : 

Schreiben Sie tins Hire Auftrage und Brief e in Deutsch. 

Escriben sus pedidos y cartas en Espanol si quisieran 

Schrifj uczv bestellingen und brief en in het Hollandsch 
als het u past. . . . 

Sc Lei prcferisce scrive or dine e letter e in italiano. . . . 

Wysylajcie wasae ordera lub listy po polsku jerzeli 
warn sie podoba. . . . 

Napiste vasi objedndvku a psani v Ceskem jaskyu jestli 
si tak prejte. . . . 

Twenty- five years after this notice had appeared in the 
catalog, the census of 1930 was published. According to it 
there were over thirteen million foreign-born whites in the 
country nearly all of whom were adults. Only four million of 
this group spoke English as their native tongue. Nearly all 
the rest, however, convinced the Bureau of the Census that 
they had a workable command of the language. 
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Sears took these figures and conclusions, studied them, 
compared them with what it knew to be the facts of Amer- 
ican life as revealed in its million-faceted contacts with flesh- 
and-blood people, and filed them neatly away. It did not say 
that the conclusions drawn by the census were erroneous. It 
merely inserted this notice in the catalog of 1935 : 

“Write in Any Language” : 

Schreihen Sie uns Ihre Auftrdge und Brief e in Deutsch. 

Escriben sus pedidos y cartas en Espanol si quisieran . . . . 

Sears’ insoluble language difficulty lay, however, not with 
men who had come from Patras, Greece ; Cadiz, Spain ; Lwow, 
Poland; Naples, Italy, or Stavern, Norway. Written commu- 
nication could be established with them in their own tongues. 
The difficulty lay in communicating by mail with native-born 
whites and Negroes who live in Calico Rock, Arkansas; 
Hushpuckana, Mississippi; Hung Yearling Gap, North Caro- 
lina. Hundreds of thousands of this group could not read or 
write any language. 

The catalog changes with changing America not only in 
the goods it offers but also in its own make-up. It is no longer 
the badly printed, poorly illustrated, hard-to-read book that 
it was in 1905. It matches in typography, readability, photog- 
raphy, layout, and the use of color most of the smart publi- 
cations of the country. If it lags sometimes behind the fashion 
procession, it keeps well abreast of developments in printing 
and illustrating. 

But basically, the catalog goes along on the principles of 
simplicity and honesty laid down by its makers long ago. It 
continues to exert a strong hold on millions of Americans 
and to be, in the new dress of 1940, what it was in 1905 : The 
Farmer’s Bible. 
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APPENDIX 

^MERiCANS are, in general, an articulate and garrulous 
ijL people. They like to talk; the legend of the tight-lipped 
New Englander is overstrained. They also like to write let- 
ters, as witness the millions of letters the people send to movie 
and radio stars, and the thousands that daily go to newspapers 
and magazines. Americans, moreover^ delight in reading let- 
ters written by others — a form of pleasure capitalized, for 
example, by Time magazine, which weekly prints as a fea- 
ture some of the letters it receives from readers. 

It is consequently understandable, therefore, that Sears 
should annually receive millions of letters, because it counts 
its customers by millions of families. All letters received are 
answered, whatever their contents. The majority are about 
business and are to the point. But what of many of the 
others ? 

The manifold reasons why men and women write letters 
to movie, radio, literary, stage, and other personalities would 
lead to an extended inquiry beyond the scope of this book. 
The reasons why many letters are written to Sears are clear. 
One is the loneliness of the writers. In this country, there are 
hundreds of thousands of wifeless, husbandless, childless, un- 
loved men and women. They often live in the isolation of re- 
mote villages or farms, or in the greater isolation of cities. 
They write to Sears frequently because they want to assuage 
their loneliness ; because they want to say something to some- 
body, and, in turn, experience the excitement of getting a 
letter, even though it is written by an anonymous corporation. 
It is not an uncommon thing, as rural postmasters will testify, 

— 561 — 




THE GOOD OLD DAYS 


for a man to ask for mail day after day and year after year , 
although no letter had ever come for him. 

Other letters are written to Sears because customers feel 
a genuine affection for it, and take their troubles to the dis- 
tant Company as though it were a sympathetic next-door 
neighbor. 

The letters that follow are from Sears’ files. In all cases 
the names of the writers and the localities in which they live, 
have been omitted or changed. 

A Kansas gentleman, in 1936, outraged because the cata- 
log offers dancing lessons, returns the offending page to 
Sears and threatens to deprive it of his patronage unless it 
reforms : 

Gentlemen ; I hereby register my protest to such sales 
features as are displayed in your recent catalogue. I refer 
to the glaring, captivating way in which you play up the 
dance, before boys and girls. Possibly you are unaware of 
the fact that the dance is one of the most debasing, de- 
grading, and damnable institutions existing today. You 
may say that what you have played up is the tap dance. 

But we know that tap dancing oftentimes is only tKe be- 
ginning of the social dance, the parlor dance, and the gen- 
eral public dance. Here in your catalogue, you have so 
featured it before the eyes of innocent boys and girls, as 
the “big” thing, the popular thing. 

It seems to me that there could be someway another 
form of appeal than to encourage boys and girls to dance. 

I am sending you an order today; but if this type of 
popular appeal is made to the youth of the country, I feel 
it will be necessary for me to make my merchandise pur- 
chases elsewhere. 

A gentleman gardener, sojourning in Florida during the 
winter, inquires about flower beds, and, in asking that the 
catalog be sent him, assures Sears that it will not be put to 
profane use: 

Will you kindly advise me of the width of spaces at 
bottom of your Flower Bed Borders #32 EM5393? 
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I would also be pleased to receive your catalogue next 
year. ... I have read The Specialist but assure you I will 
not put your catalogue to a more lasting use than he gives 
credence to. 

An old-fashioned gentleman, living in Alaska, thanks 
Sears for procuring some old-fashioned wearing apparel for 
him, and takes the opportunity to air his views on modern 
society : 

■% This is to thank you for the unusual trouble to which 
you went in procuring the linen cuffs I wanted. I suppose 
I ought to fall in line with the customs of the current 
period, but as I feel uncomfortable and undressed in the 
absence of cuffs, and have not yet been convinced that 
such a sacrifice of my own comfort would be justified by 
my duty to society, I shall continue to wear cuffs until 
my reformation is more advanced than at present. 

Having drifted into an age when homes are merely 
sleeping places, common gentility in bad taste, and even 
ladies wear pants, are become experts in profanity, liquor 
and nicotine addiction and other forms of vulgarity, I feel 
I am still out of place, but there is nothing I can do about 
it except regret. I suppose this is what they meant when 
they promised me that woman suffrage would cure all the 
ills of society. . . . 

A New Jersey justice of the peace, engaged upon the sad 
mission of retrieving some Sears’ merchandise which had 
not been paid for, i-eports the result of his mission : 

. . . This court reconvened at the home of at 

8 :00 P.M., 7th, inst., for the purpose of salvaging the sew- 
ing machine in the case. Court was equipped with a Ford, 
thirty-odd feet of clothes-line and two blankets. 

Court upon entering house found Mrs. nurs- 

ing an infant, presumably a female, and a grouch. Upon 
cross-examination (in this instance by the Court) of 

Mrs. , Court extracted .the information that the 

husband of the said Mrs. was attending a reli- 

gious meeting at some place unknown to said Mrs. 

. Court thereupon declared a recess until such time 
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as Mr. might return. The Court after swearing 

himself in as an expert made a careful examination of the 
sewing machine. 

The Court slept. 

At or about 10 :p.m. the Court was awakened by the re- 
turn of Mr. . 

Court then again took up the case and, in the interest of 

his client, made Mr. cough up ten dollars (money 

he claimed he had set aside for the gasoline man today) 
which you will find herewith. 

Collection of the balance is going to be slow but I will 
ride him for another fall next month. Anything I get will 
be to your profit (or saving) as eight of the nine children 
in the house have taken varied cracks at the machine. 

A lonely young man in Tennessee, looking for a wife, 
takes his troubles to Sears: 

Dear sir : I thought I would write you a Line as I am 
looking for me a wife. I want a good cook and a clean 
woman. I am 24 years old. I want a girl about my. age. If 
you can Look for me a wife I will pay you for your 
troubel as I am lonely and would like to be married. I am 
just a Poor Boy. I live on a 60 acre farm. So please look 
& find me a wife. If you find one have her to write to 
me & tell her to send me her picture. Show the girl my 
letter & let her see it & if she wants to she can write to me 
&; give her age. I want to get married at an early date if 
suited. So please find me a woman. I am well suited with 
most any girl. Let me hear from you in a few days. . . . 

A North Carolinian, during prohibition days, makes a 
heartfelt complaint to Sears : 

Kindly accept my thanks for the refund for the leaky 
keg which I purchased from you a few days ago. No one 
could ask for a more just settlement than that. Regarding 
the purchase of a new keg, I will doubtless order again 
from you in a short time. For the present, however, I pur- 
chased one locally, as I had to have something to keep my 
“mineral water” in. I intend re-ordering in a few weeks 
just as soon as my present container is used up. As you 
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doubtless know, a keg is good for only two or three 
usings. . . . 

A Mississippi victim of prohibition writes a second letter 
to explain his first letter : 

Yesterday while I was drunk I sent you a small order 
paid for by one of your own checks and finished out in 
regular U.S. What I am trying to say today, while tolable 
sober, is that I probably forgot to tell you what I wanted ! 

Don’t blame me, it was the best I could get, and @ $1.25 
per gal you can’t expeckt much can you? I’ll say you 
can’t! Now get busy and spend two dollars and halfs 
worth of time correcting something Andrew Volstead 
could have prevented. Viz : one small frying pan, #21J34S9 
@89«i Atta boy ! ! — /— #$ ?”;!... 

The demon rum, being on the loose in the country, a tem- 
perance reformer asks Mr. L. J. Rosenwald, then Chairman of 
the Board, Sears, Roebuck & Company, to help him in the 
good fight : 

Dear Sir: No doubt you have heard of me and my 
great work in the cause of temperance. For several years I 
have been travelling about the country, appearing on lec- 
ture platforms. Perhaps you are familiar with some of my 
better known talks, such as “Down with the Evil of 
Drink,” “Rum and Rebellion,” and “There is No Booze 
in Christianity.” 

For the past three (3) years I have had as my constant 
companion a true and faithful friend, one Clarence 

, who used to sit with me on the platform, and 

I would point him out to the audience as an example of 
the ravages of drink. Unfortunately, during the last win- 
ter, dear Clarence passed away. A mutual friend has 
given me your name, and I wonder if you would consent 
to accompany me on my summer tour, to take the place 
of poor Clarence. 

An irate customer in Pennsylvania writes an angry letter 
and apologizes for his anger in the postscript : 
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I got the pump which i by from you, but why for God’s 
sake you doan send me the handle. I loose to me by cus- 
tomer. Wats the use a pump when she doan have no han- 
dle. Shure think you doan treat me rite. I rote ten days 
and me customer he holler for air like hell from the pump. 
You know he is hot summer now and the wind he no blow 
the pump. She get no handle wot the hell i goan to do with 
it. Doan send the handle pretty quick i send her back and I 
goan order some pump from Black Co. 

Yours, 


Oh Hell after i rite i find the God damn handle in the 
box. Excuse me. 

Sears annually receives a number of letters and remit- 
tances from repentant customers. The following letter, writ- 
ten seventeen years after the event, is typical : 

Dear Sirs: No doubt but what this letter will be as 
different as any you have ever received. For many years 
I have been intending to do this very thing but have al- 
ways been “hard up” and kept putting it off, but here 
goes. 

In the year 1918 I sent an order to Sears for a sewing 
machine costing $16.98. I waited a reasonable time for 
my order but it did not come and so I wrote to the Com- 
pany. They replied, saying it had been shipped and would 
reach me later if it did not let them know. After several 
weeks I wrote again, this time they tried to trace it but 
could not locate it. So they returned my money. . . . 

In about six weeks I had a call from the depot, saying 
there was some freight, there for me. It proved to be my 
sewing machine. I took it to my home but the money T 
had paid for it had been spent for other things and I had 
none to pay for the machine. 

All these seventeen years I have been intending to send 
the money but the pay is never big enough to reach all the 
way around and have any left over for this so I have con- 
tinued to procrastinate. But not long ago I had a chance 
to make some money of my own. I did not know how 
much it would be, but I promised the Lord if it was as 

— 566 — 



“DEAR SEARS, ROEBUCK” 

much as $16.98 I would send it to pay for the machine. 
Needless to say I received $17.00. So here it is. 

I have a husband and four children we have had noth- 
ing but sickness and bad luck all these years, whether this 
unpaid bill has anything to do with the hard luck remains 
to be seen. But I am extremely happy to clear this from 
my mind. . . . 

An elderly Californian, in the days before “ham-and- 
eggs” pension schemes for the old, reads Sears a lecture on 
thrift : 


I note your suggestion that you would make an extra 
pair of pants for $8.65. I am 71 years of age. The under- 
taker would charge me $35.00 for a burial suit. I would 
get to wear that but once. You are charging me $28.75 
for a suit. I am pretty sure I will get to wear that a num- 
ber of times, before being buried in it, so I am saving the 
difference in cost (lam not Scotch). Now as to the extra 
pair of pants. I will not need them where I am going. 

In Kansas a customer selects a grave marker but notifies 
Sears that he is not quite ready to use it : 

I have monument catalog. My folks thought I would 
kick out so I selected monument I wanted as I have the 
plot. But they are not ready for me above yet. 

A Panhandle Texan grows lyrical as he requests a copy of 
the Sears catalog: 

Away out on the bounding, billowy, bleak, barren, 
baldy prairies of the Great South Plains of Texas, the 
winds rage with unrestricted fury, with nothing between 
them and the North Pole but a barbed wire fence. The 
line rider is dead, the hungry coyotes howl in mournful 
cadence, their weird, wild music falling like a funeral 
dirge on the listening ears of a lonely man who, after the 
manner of David when Absalom was slain, “Mourned 
and would not be comforted,” longs and yearns with all 
his sad heart for just one copy of the fall and winter edi- 
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tion of the Great Panhandle Wishbook, alias the catalog 
of Sears, Roebuck & Company. 

Why, for the first time in many, many moons have you 
sought to economize by denying me my inalienable right, 
that of sitting, these long winter nights, beside a cosy fire 
in my lonely little shack, diligently perusing said catalog 
and long for the things therein contained. . . . 

Likewise, since you propose to cater to the wants of 
everybody, everywhere, have you in stock an old maid, 
widow, or orphan, who might be inclined to look with 
favor upon the idea of a lifetime companionship with a 
man who is real hungry for the society of one of said 
fair daughters of Mother Eve? . . . 

Sears, if it had conducted a matrimonial bureau, might 
have made two of its customers happy. Shortly after the 
Texan’s letter requesting a wife and a catalog, a letter came 
from an Idaho lady teacher. She sent with it a catalog illus- 
tration of a handsome man, and wrote as follows ; 

I am a lonely school teacher in the dismal hills of 
Idaho. Would you be kind enough to do your share in 
assisting a poor forlorn teacher in her future happiness 
by sending this man which you advertised in your latest 
edition ? 

If at the present time this particular man is not in 
stock, I leave the responsibility of choosing my future 
mate up to you. 

From Arkansas, a customer sends a post card begging 
Sears to send him the shoes that he had ordered: 

Boys, I have been working bare-footed all week. Haven’t 
needed those kicks up to now, but, we ran into some grass 
and cockle burrs today not to mention the sandstorm that 
hit us, so, in justice to a pair of faithful dogs I beg you 
to make me the shipment. The size is a 9. Model 
69D45 67 (streamlined). . . . 

Shoes seem to provoke complaints from customers. A male 
schoolteacher in South Dakota writes as follows : 
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A few days ago I received from you a pair of shoes. 

They are good shoes. . . . But they have one great fault, 
that is, each one has a fault of its own. They squeak 
terribly ! 

I remember when a small boy, the little girls I used to 
play with, were very proud if they had a pair of squeaky 
shoes. But it has been so many years since I have “heard” 
shoes that I took it for granted that “musical” footwear 
had passed into oblivion along with the dinosaurus and 
the silent drama. 

Came the awakening, when I, a middle-aged school 
teacher, suddenly found myself walking across the floor 
with a pair of shoes on my feet that sent out wave lengths 
that would be the envy of any broadcasting station in the 
country. 

When I walked into the classroom the other day the 
boys jumped and ran to the window, thinking that spring 
had suddenly come upon us and what they heard was an 
orchestra of frogs in a nearby marshland. It was with 
some difficulty that I restored order. 

Now what am I to do? I can’t return them as they 
have been worn. I don’t like to throw them away because 
they are so comfortable. I can’t stop their squeaking 
which is rather annoying. Yours for a suggestion. . . . 

A gentleman of Scandinavian extraction, residing in the 
state of Washington, has some difficulty obtaining parcels 
sent him by Sears, and more difficulty in explaining why he 
has difficulty: 

My Dear Sear Roebuck & Co : 

Today my wife she gets a parcel from you. That’s all- 
right. And I think there is more coming, and before this 
already I send to you by my wife for a watch for my little 
boy that did not come yet, but maybe so it did, we must 
wait and see. Now you see when I send for my little boys 
watch by my wife & also when I send for other order by 
my wife I write her name Ethel Hennigson. Well now 
when one of her parcels come it just says E. Hennigson 
on it. Now maybe that’s allright, but it is not fair to the 
Postal service because my papa Elbert Hennigson gets 
mail from the same postoffice and he lives 2^ miles out 
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in the country. So now its this way, that parcel he goes 
out to Elbert Hennigson. Maybe that’s all right maybe 
but you see it stays at the postofEce all afternoon the day 
it arrives and goes out on route the next day already, 
that’s allright. 

Then my papa he gets it carries it home and carefully 
unwraps the parcel and finds out that Ma never sent for 
anything like that so they wrap it up good & that’s all- 
right. But you see my papa he comes down the next box 
the next day after the mail carrier goes by to get his mail 
& leaves it in the mail box for the mail man to bring in 
the next day & that’s allright. But you see the parcel has 
to wait all this time to get back to the postoffice, allright 
then it comes back the next day about noon just after I 
come back from lunch, there for it has to wait till I go at 
home at night before my wife she finally gets this parcel. 

That’s allright but what I want you to know is that when 
I send you any more orders for my wife is that you put 
my wifes name on the parcel just as I write it to you & so 
the Postoffice can tell if its my wife Ethel or my papa El- 
bert. You see this letter stuff means nothing but names 
explain everything. But you see my papa and my wife 
they do not live together — ^yet they just visit real chummy 
like sometimes, say when my papa and my mama they 
come to town to trade & have dinner by us. That’s all- 
right & we go out there and visit too me & my wife & 
three kids & we visit real chummy & have a fine dinner 
& everybody is happy. But you see — ^my wife is not my 
papa Elbert & my papa he is not my wife Ethel, that’s 
all. . . . 

A young Georgia gentleman is hopelessly in love, but fears 
competition, and asks aid of Sears : 

Dear Sears : I have a question I would like to ask you. 

Do you sell love powder or the liquid ? I am 29 years old 
& I am going with a girl & I am crazy about her but there 
is another boy in my way. If you sell it please drop me a 
letter at once. . . . 

An indignant Chicago lady indicts Sears on two counts: 
one, that it doesn’t know the sex of a canary ; two, that when 
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it has made a mistake in a canary’s sex, it won’t make the 
mistake good. She mails her indictment to the president of 
Sears : 


Dear Sir: I bought a bird from the Sears store in 
December last, priced at $2.98. I received a 21-day guar- 
antee with it stating it was an imported male singing 
canary. I was satisfied with the bird as long as I thought 
I had a male bird, but it did not sing. I had hopes of it 
singing in due time, but last week, by chance, I found out 
it was a female and wanted to set. Today, I took it back 
and explained the matter to the head of the department, 
hoping for some adjustment. But after I 34 hours wait 
being sent first to one and then to another, they told me 
there was nothing could be done about it, that my 21 
days was over. ... I had no reason to doubt their sale as 
being other than what they stated it was — a male. . . . 

This bird is marked on the wing and they tried to say this 
was no mark of identification and that it was only a cheap 
bird and I could not expect it to sing right away. When 
I bought it they said it would sing inside of 7-10 days. I 
am not complaining about it not singing, what my argu- 
ment is, I bought and paid for a male and what they sold 
me is a female. It is in perfect condition, but as long as 
they sell females at the store for $1.00 I am not satisfied 
at having paid $2.98 for this one. 

... If you care to investigate this matter I will be 
grateful to assist you in any way. 

An ambitious young Louisiana businessman makes Sears 
the offer of a deal which contains the elements of another 
Merchant of Venice: 

Gentlemen : Could it be possible for me to borrow 
Five Hundred Dollars from you all, on Ten Per Cent In- 
terest, to buy myself a truck and trailer so I can do oil 
field work, and within one years time the total of $550.00 
will be back in the hands of Sears Roebuck & Co with- 
out fail. And IF I fail Sears Roebuck & Co, at my say so 
may use my heart for a Target Spot, That Is The Kind 

of a Guarantee I will put up. I am well known in , 

La. White. Age 24. I have got to get some way to make 
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a living, and I wish some good man would give me a 
break in Life, and then if I did not make a go of it for 
him to have me to kill. 

So please let me hear from you at once. 

A lady living in the golden state of California expresses 
her approval of Sears’ thirteen-month year, and sees hope in 
it for herself : 

Dear Sirs : Please send me one of your New Calen- 
dars. Thirteen months in a year appeals to me. 

Believe it or not, my man pays me $4.00 per month for 
doing the housework, so I’m going to try to get an extra 
$4.00 per year out of him. 

An old Sears customer, resident in Milwaukee, more in 
sadness than in anger, reports his troubles in getting an ad- 
justment for defective merchandise : 

Gentlemen: As a customer of your house for 25 
years, I’m sending you a broken hinge from a white toilet 
seat. Silly, perhaps, but it is a parting token from me that 
you might want to hang on your sales chart at the point 
where the sales curve lags. . . . 

The story of the hinge is on this wise : June 2nd, 1934, 
we were in your Milwaukee store and bought a toilet seat 
for $2.59. In the next few days, with proper ceremonies 
it was fittingly and duly installed in our bathroom. On 
August 2nd, my wife’s mother, an elderly woman, told us 
something was wrong with our new and beautiful toilet 
seat. An examination . . . indicated a defective casting. 

This did not annoy me at all as no one can see the inside 
of a casting, and the fact that I was the unlucky person to 
get a sour casting did not upset me, for I was sure that 
this matter would be speedily adjusted as soon as we 
called it to the attention of your salesman. 

On August 4th when we called to make our monthly 
payment on our bedroom set we looked up the salesman 
from whom we had bought this seat and right there our 
trouble started. Your salesman hunted around for one of 
these units and being unable to find one, asked me to go to 
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the eighth floor, ask for Mr. Black in Dept. 42, and talk 
to him about it. Mr. Black said he had no spare part to fit 
this seat. He asked me to go back to the salesman and in 
due course I arrived back at the point where I started and 
explained to this very patient man the results of my trip 
to the ninth floor. He then gave me a slip of paper and 
told me to go to the Adjustment Bureau, ask for Mr. 
Snade, who would give me a refund check for 85 cents, 
and that I should bring the check back to him and he 
would order me a new hinge. I told him the hinge was all 
right and that I only wanted this little gadget which cer- 
tainly did not cost 85^. I further explained to him that we 
had an elderly woman in the house and it was dangerous 
for her to use this seat in its present condition. I sug- 
gested that he give me a unit from one of the seats in 
stock, go ahead and order the new part and when it ar- 
rived put it on the seat he robbed to fix mine. I told him 
he had a lot of seats not in use and we only had one hardly 
fit to use without a trapeze or a parachute. He said he 
could not do this without authority. I asked for his boss 
and he told me he was out to lunch, but to go to the Ad- 
justment Desk and they said OK he would do as I asked. 
I went to the Adjustment Bureau and asked for Mr. 
Snade and was told he was out to lunch. This was about 
4.45 P.M. I then told my story to the man on the desk and 
he promptly squelched me by stating they could not break 
down merchandise. I told him mine was broken down and 
I needed help in a hurry but I could not move him from 
his position. I assure you, gentlemen, if you think a toilet 
seat yawing all over the bathroom is not “broken down” 
you should have heard the squeals and scramblings in our 
otherwise peaceful abode in the last few days. 

It may be that I'm all wrong in this matter. I make no 
claims of justice for writing you this letter. But please 
keep in mind that for many years my dealings, with your 
house were conducted entirely differently and maybe I’m 
spoiled. I might have brought back the entire toilet seat 
and they no doubt would have given me another one, but 
I felt that would have been a waste as there was nothing 
wrong with this seat except this little jigger under discus- 
sion. I hate waste, and thought it would be better for you 
if they just gave me this unit and I could install it my- 
self. Everybody I contacted was very nice about it, except 
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they could not see the necessity for me getting this 
speedy, but to me, vital service. 

So in conclusion (thank goodness, says you) I guess 
vre will just have to kiss each other good by, for it seems 
that as far as Sears is concerned I have lost my rabbits 
foot. Oh, well by the time you get this I suppose we will 
have a new toilet seat from Gimbels. Your waste basket is 
on your left, but the load is ofif my chest. 

The varied role that the catalog may play in the American 
home is pointed out in this letter from two eleven-year-old 
Arkansas girls : 

Gentleman: Please put feet on your ladies in your 
catalog so they will make nicer paper dolls. We can hardly 
find enough ladies with feet to finish our families. We are 
eleven years old. We like to cut paper dolls out of your 
catalog when they get old. Please don't put the prices on 
their legs. Please send this to Mr. Sears. 

A Missouri lady, anxious'to get a corset, bursts into verse: 

Dear Mr. Sears and Roebuck 
To me it's a great surprise 
That somewhere in your book-keeping 
Y oil ham not recorded my size. 

Of course to forget my measure 
On my part, was a mistake 
Stcppose when I filled out that order 
I could not have been fully awake. 

I sure was in a hurry for that corset 
But it's my fault Tm in such a fix, 

And I wish I could say, Sears and Roebuck, 

That I am a perfect thirty-six. 

But while my bust is only thirty-one, 

As sure as you're alive. 

I'll have to admit my hips are large, 

They measure thirty- five. 
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So bear in mind these measures 
And as quickly as can be 
Send me corset 18W303, 

Then most grateful 1 will be. 

A gentleman resident of Santa Lucia, Philippine Islands, 
awaits with more than mild interest the arrival of a new 
catalog : 

Dear Honesty Messieurs : This is the acknowledged 
of my praise note which you drop it in short time ago. 
When the mail carrier handed me your passive Post 
Card, is dated March 25th, 1935, your statement attached 
in your letter is my basis principles to have send you to 
let you to understand what I understood in it. But still I 
can not waited until this time the catalog and I don’t 
know is what is the one months in transit between your 
city and ours. One more I say, I think you did not forget 
me. I say this, because I received it again your second 
letter about this matter, and you are now explaining that 
you have already delivered it to me the catalogue, as you 
requested, and you shall be glad to send me at my re- 
quest, with your complete, handsome and more bigger of 
your new Sears Roebuck catalogue, for a wilder and more 
complete variety of bargains for all the family, for 1935, 

— and that is for you to distributed to your true buyer 
customers to the origin without any charge. And for them 
also to remain for selecting the all goods which they pre- 
fer to buy from your store. 

Here is my true insperation in this matter : Upon my 
honor before God before you. Anyhow I am glad to in- 
form you that God knows if I received it, your, catalogue. 

I may entirely grieve or not lived in the garden of Para- 
dise. I come to explained from you clearly what they say 
it to me that I had doned already requested to you in 
time had passed. In this matter, I rush at once to the 
Post-Office showing your note to the Postmaster and the 
Postman, but sorry to say for they had told me that they 
did not received any catalogue of mine up to this time. 
Therefore and this is the reason why I trace to you to 
write immediately again, what I stated in your company, 
if you are in under respectfully to everybody. Lastly, I 
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hope you will get a very great attention in this matter 
what I am taking unerring over with you. 

On the other side of the world, an Alabama clergyman re- 
ports the flowering of the catalog in the pleasant fields of 
Holy Writ: 

Here is something original and will give you joy. 

A little child in one of my church schools was asked 
the other day, What was the Tenth Commandment? The 
reply was “Thou shalt not covet.” When asked what covet 
meant, she replied, “not to want other folks things, but 
to get Sears, Roebuck Catalogue and buy for yourself.” 

A farm woman in Wyoming, obviously intending to take 
all knowledge for her province, asks Sears to do the spade- 
work: 


Would like to know which sounds the best for children 
to call their parents. Father, Mother, Papa, Mama or 
Daddy? 

I have a girl who likes to write with her left hand. 
Would you train her to write with the right hand? I think 
it looks better to write with the right hand. What would 
you do? Train her to use the right hand or not and why? 

What is the meaning of rhythm? What are physics? 

Have you a book for sale that explains how words are 
pronounced ? 

What color of trimming looks well on wine color? 

And what trimming on orange color? 

Sears is sometimes an accessory to love. In this case, it 
helped a young man in North Dakota woo a young lady in 
Mexico : 

I am enclosing a letter which I received from a Mexi- 
can girl and cannot read it. Will you please translate it 
into English or German and send it back to me? 


On other occasions, however, Sears maintains that silence 
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which is imposed upon gentlemen under certain circum- 
stances : 


Dear Sears, Roebuck & Co. : I am asking a special 
favor of you and from the nature of this letter you will 

know why I ask it. Is Miss , of this place, a 

customer of yours? If so, will you please let me know if 
she bought a man’s belt about last May and the initials 

engraved on the buckle? And did she order a 

pair of men’s Indestructo Saranac Buckskin Gloves last 
September? Also did she get a man’s travel kit just be- 
fore this last Christmas ? 

If these things have been ordered from you by Miss 

will you tell me if she orders anything else from 

you for a man between now and this time next year? 

Any information you can give me in regard to these 
things will be kept strictly to myself. I guarantee you that. 

In the American legend, the first year of marriage is the 
hardest. The following letter, therefore, is the perfect ex- 
pression of confidence in Sears on the part of the customer : 

Gentlemen : I am about to become a bride and I am 
ordering my trousseau from you and want you to make 
the selection for me. I am to be married next week. Some 
lady in your place might do better than the men in pick- 
ing out these things. Will describe myself in order that 
you will know just what will best suit my type ; I am tall, 
weighing .106 lbs., and very slender; have dark complex- 
ion, brown eyes that are large and expressive, and my 
hair is golden yellow or auburn. 

Please select youthful styles for me but, not too dar- 
ing, as I am no “flapper.” 

I want to be married in a white chiffon dress with 
black straw hat and black slippers. Want lace slippers 
with low heels (size 8j4). Also want a black pocketbook 
with some lovely initials on it. 

From the underwear department please send me several 
pairs of bloomers in yellow or purple with trimmings of 
other colors. Do not send any “step-ins” or “step-outs,” 
or whatever they are called, for I am a modest woman 
and I wear bloomers with elastic in the legs. Also send 
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some ruffled petticoats and brassieres. Will order my cor- 
set later on so you need not send it now. 

Please send me three pairs of stockings . . . don’t have 
them too expensive. 

Owing to the depression and the high price of house 
rent in the city my husband (to be) and I will not go to 
housekeeping here but will buy a tent and camp out this 
summer in the woods and green pastures. Please select 
some cute calico pajamas for me to wear when camping. 

Or do you think overalls would look cuter on me ? Come 
to think of it, overalls may be better, but I want some 
handsome pajamas anyway. Say one pair of overalls and 
one pair of pajamas. 

Have you any tin plates in stock? If so I would like a 
dozen of them, as the china dishes are so hard to replace. 

I can’t give all the numbers on these goods as I have 
misplaced my catalog. You know how excited you are 
when you are about to be married, and as this is the first 
time for me I am unusually nervous. We are to be mar- 
ried next Friday so you see it is less than a week and the 
suspense is terrible. 

Please be good enough to make the best possible selec- 
tions as I may never be married a second time and a girl 
always wants to look her best on such a rare occasion. 

I send a check in this letter. I am just guessing at the 
cost of the things as I haven’t the catalog here. If it is too 
much you will send back the difference, and if it is not 
enough, let me know and I will pay you. 

The last letter in the collection is from a father whose 
daughter had eloped and married against his wishes. The 
young couple disappeared and the angry father wrote to 
Sears and asked their help in tracing the couple: “He buys 
things from you, and sooner or later he is certain to send in 
an order. Then you will please let me know where they are?” 

Sears replied that it was not in the detective business. 
Curiosity, however, impelled an order clerk to note the young 
man’s name, and it was attached to his card in the files with 
the expectation that when he sent in an order he would men- 
tion his previous address and could thus be identified. 

A few months later, the mail-order T.ochinvar, now far 
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from his parent’s home, sent in an order. It was for a 
woman’s suit, $5.98; a woman’s hat, $1.29; three pairs of 
silk stockings at 59 cents a pair, and a machinist’s toolbox, 
$1.49. 
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irons, 404, 406 
Irving, Washington, 93 
^T Woke up This Morning With 
Jesus on My Mind,'" 18 

jackets, silk, 295-296 
Jack Henderson Down East, 94 
Jackson, Andrew, 431 
Jackson; Rachel, 431 
Jackson, Thomas W., 213 
Jacobi, Abraham, 257, 259 
Jaeger, Herr, 479, 480 
James, Jesse, 145 
Jastrow, Joseph, 146 
Jefferson, Thomas, xix, 485, 499 
Jeffries, John J., 450 
Jesus Christ, 61, 69, 75, 140, 141 
jew’s-harp, 23-24 
J.H.V., 83-84 

Johnson, Gerald W., quoted, 431 
Johnston, Mary, 82 
Jones, Henry Festing, 383 * 

Jones, Sam, 75 

Journal of Arnold Bennett, The, xxii 
Journal of Social Science, 449 
Journal of the American Medical As--^ 
sociation, The, 257 
Jungle, The (Sinclair), 129 
Junior Chronicle ( Owatonna, Minn. ) , 
514 

Jurgen (Cabell), 147 
juvenile books, 100-105 

Karanosuke, Nakamura, 308 
Karezza, or The Ethics of Marriage 

97 

Kauffman, R. W., 121 
KDKA,44,46 
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Keeper of the Bees, The (Porter), 
131 

Kenealy, Arabella, quoted, 376 
Key, Ellen, 97 
Keynes, J. M,, 347 
Kilrain, Jake, 450 
King, Wayne, 41 
King of Fashion (Poiret), 285 * 
Kipling, Rudyard, quoted, 73-74; 93, 
118, 151 

Klein and Plornblow, 121 
Knights of Columbus, 191 
Kroeber, A. L., 286 
Kyne, Peter B,, 130, 131 
Kyser, Kay, 42 

labor-saving devices, 401-421 
Laddie (Porter), 144 
Ladies' Home Journal, The, 84-85, 
97-98, 211, 229, 230, 520-522 
Lady Rose's Daughter (Ward), 81 
Lamb, Charles, 245 
Lambert Company, SOS 
La Mont, Madame, 380 
Land of Contrasts (Muirhead), 448 * 
Langtry, Lily, 210 

Last Days of Pompeh (Bulwer-Lyt- 
ton), 17 

Latshaw, Judge, 301 
laundering devices, 403-406 
lawlessness, 431-434 
League of American Wheelmen, 4S4 
League of Nations, 363 
Lease, Mary, 488 
Lee, Robert E., 483 
Lemar, Madame, 331, 332 
Lenin, Nikolay, 232 
Lescarboura, Austin C., 52, 56 
Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper, 449 
Letters to Married Ladies (Smith), 
368 

letters to Sears, Roebuck, 560-579 
Lewis, Sinclair, 129-130, 147 
''Liberty Bell March^^ (Sousa), 28 
Life, 152-153, 399-400 
Life Begins at Forty (Pitkin), 146, 
305 

Life Everlasting,’ The (Corelli), 120 
Life of Jesus, The (Renan), 71 
Lincoln, Abraham, 199, 461 
Lincoln, Mary Todd, quoted, 333-334 


Lincoln, Willie, 334 * 

Lion and the Mouse (Klein and 
Hornblow), 121 
Lippi, Filippo, 13 
Lippmann, Walter, 135 
lipsticks, 278, 283 
liquor cures, 223-225 
Literary Digest, The, 153 
Little Birds, The, 185, 186-187, 188, 
196, 201, 203 

"Little Boy to the Locomotive, The’’ 
(Low), 188 

"Little Red Caboose, The,” 213 
Live Alone and Like It (Hillis), 117 
Livermore, Mary A., quoted, 199 
Livingstone, David, 552 
"Locksley Hall Sixty Years After” 
(Tennyson), 95 
lodge movement, 191-194 
Lohengrin (Wagner), 28 
London, Jack, 81 
Long, Huey P., 479-481, 488 
Long, Lois, quoted, 287 
Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth, 69, 
106, 177 

Loquacities (Flandrau), 378 
Los Angeles, 398 
love, books of advice on, 122-123 
Lovelace, Richard, 194 
"Love, O Love, O Faithless Love,” 
440 

Lovers' Guide and Manual, 122 
Low, Benjamin R, C., 188 
Lucifer, 257 
Lyall, Sir Alfred, 118 
Lyman, Abe, 41 

Lynd, H. M., quoted, 311-312, 358 
Lynd, R. S., quoted, 311-312, 358 

Macaulay, Thomas Babington, 118 
MacGrath, Harold, 121 
machinery, farm, 486-488, 490-491, 

' 495-498 

Machinery and Allied Products Insti- 
tute, 288 * 

Ma Cinderella (Wright), 144 
"Mademoiselle from Armentieres,” 
197 

magic lantern, 63-65 
Magin, Paul, 153 
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mail-order houses, change wrought 
by automobile on, 170-171 
hostility to, 510-517 
Mainbocher, 381 

Main Currents in American Thought 
(Farrington), 135 
Main Street (Lewis), 129-130 
Male and Female^ 396 
Malthus, Thomas Robert, 256 
Man and Superman (Shaw), 80 
Man and Woman (Ellis), 210 
Mandeville, Bernard, 106 
mandolin attachment, 11 
Mandolinetto, 20 
mandolins, 19-20, 36 
Manhattan Transfer (Dos Passes), 

147 

Manners: A Book of Etiquette and 
Social Customs^ 113 
Man Nobody Knows ^ The (Barton), 
140 

Manual of Blacksmithing, A, 106 
Manual of Social and Business Forms 
(Hill), 8* 

Marat, Jean Paul, 330 
Marconi, Guglielmo, 44 
Margaret, Queen of Navarre, 97 
Marie, Queen of Rumania, 273 
Marriage (Seaton), 123 
marriage and virginity, 85-93 
Married Love (Stopes), 146, 147- 

148 

Marshall, W. G., quoted, 209 
Marx, Karl, 287, 387 
Mary, Queen of Great Britain, 334 
Mary Lincoln, Wife and Widow 
(Sandburg and Angle), 334 * 
Mason, Walt, 516 
Masons, 191, 192 
mass production, 156-157 
Matrimony (Fowler), 370 
Maxwell House Program, 49-52 
McCabe, Francis R., 394 
McCrea, Colonel, 51 
McCutcheon, George Barr, 81, 121 
McGrew, Dan, 183 
Mcllhenny, Edward, 340 
Mclver, R. M., 60 
McNamee, Graham, 51-52, 137 
Meade, Julian, quoted, 422 
mechanized farms, 495-496 


Medical Electricity at Home, 226 
Medical News, The, 153 
Medici, Lorenzo de’, 381 
medicine men, traveling, 212-216 
medicines, patent, 208-231 
Meighan, James, 396 
Melody in F (Rubinstein), 8 
Memoirs of a Poor Relation (An- 
drews), xxviii 

Memoirs of My Dead Life (Moore), 
470 

Men and Machines (Chase), 135 
Mencken, H. L., 484 
men^s clothing, 461-469 
furnishings, 470-482 
Merchant of Venice, The (Shake- 
speare), 571 

Merchants of Death (Engelbrecht 
and Hanighen), 195* 

Merriwell, Dick, 198 
Merz, Charles, quoted, 157, 168 
Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, 107 
Metropolitan Opera House, 3-5 
Metternich, Prince Klemens von, 343 
Mickey Mouse, 198 
Middleton, Lamar, 494 
Middletown (Lynd and Lynd), 358 
Middletown in Transition (Lynd and 
Lynd), 311 

Milbank Memorial Fund, 261, 262 
Mill, James, 256 
millinery, 329-353 
Mills, Ogden, 3 
Milton, John, 40 
minstrels, 32-33 
Miss America, 206-207 
Mississippi State Penitentiary, 437- 
438 

Mississippi State Planning Commis- 
sion, 435 

Miss Leslie's Behavior Book, 115 
Mitchell, Margaret, 29 
Moats, Alice Leone, 116, 117, 246-247 
Moliere ( J ean-Baptiste Poquelin ) , 
100 

money belts, 473 
Monteil, Germaine, 288 
Montgomery Ward & Company, 
xxxii 

Moody, D. L., 74, 75, 76 
Moore, George, 470-471 
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Moose, 191 . 

Morgan, Anne, 172 
Morgan, J. Pierpont, 402 
Morgan, Mrs. J. Pierpont, 172 
Morris, William, 198 
Mosquitoes (Faulkner), 147 
Moss, Joe, 24 
motorcar ; see automobile 
mourning hats, 333-335 
moving-picture novels, 120-121 
Muirhead, quoted, 448 
Muldon, Mary, quoted, 505-506 
Mimday, Anthony, 307 
munitions industry, 195 
Murray, Arthur, 132 
music, 3-43 
music boxes, 21-22 
musical instruments, 8-26 
Mussolini, Benito, 59, 473 
My Life and Work (Ford) ,135 

Napoleon I, Emperor of the French, 
112; 368 

narcotics, use of, 221-223 
Nash, Ogden, 44 
Nation, The, 73, 74, 484-485 
National Academy of Music (Chi- 
. cago), 40 

National Association of Credit Men, 
527 

National Broadcasting Company, 48- 
49, 107 

National Catholic Welfare Confer- 
ence, 258 

National Civic Federation, 546 
National Council of Catholic Women, 
397 

National Croquet Association, 449 
National Farmers' Union, 494 
National Grocers' Association, 527 
National Resources Committee, 152 *, 
487* 

National Washer and Ironer- Week, 
406 

Nations Can Live At Home (Wil- 
cox) ,496 

Natural Social History of a Family 
Under the Second Empire, The 
(Zola), 80 

neckties, 473-474, 478 


Negro, and homicide, 434-437 
position of, 30 
songs, 30-31 

New International Year Book, The, 
147 

Newman, John Henry, 142 
New Orleans City Guide, 6 * 

New Republic, The, 258 
News-Tribune (Duluth, Minn.), 515 
Newsweek, 381-382 
New York Chautauqua, 73 
New Yorker, The, 286 
New York Evening Post, The, 4, 451 
New York Herald, 257, 269, 270 
New York Medical Journal, The, 374 
New York Symphony Orchestra, 5 
New York Times, The, 3, 151, 299, 
300, 339, 341, 342, 343-344, 345, 
395 

Nicholson, Meredith, 121 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 437, 479 
Nigger Heaven (Van Vechten), 147 
nightgowns, 389-390 ^ 

Nightingale, Florence, 299 
nightshirts, 470-471, 479 
Noble Stag, The, 184-186, 188, 196, 
201 

No Nice Girl Swears (Moats), 116, 
246 

Norris, Kathleen, 144 
North Carolina, establishes birth-con- 
trol clinics, 259 

NortNs Book of Love Letters, 123 
Note-Books of Samuel Butler, The 
(Jones, ed.), 383 * 

Notestein, Frank W., quoted, 262 
novels, 77-94, 120-121, 129-131, 143- 
145 

Noyes, John Humphrey, 256-257 
nudity, in advertising, 507-509 
Nye, Bill, 94 

Oakley, Annie, 126 
obsolescence, theory of, 166 
Oil (Sinclair), 147 
Oiseau de feu, L (Stravinsky), 55 
Olds, R. E., xxiii 
O'Leary, Mrs., 497-498 
On a Slow Train Through Arkansaw 
(Jackson), 213 
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Oneida Community, 256 
“On the Instalment Plan” (Harris), 
519 

opera, 3-6 

“0, Promise Me” (De Koven), 143 
Optic, Oliver, 93 
organs, 11-15, 35, 
portable, 12 

Origin of Species, The (Darwin), 72 
ostrich plumes, 335-336, 347-349, 353 
Ottawa Herald^ 154 
Ouida (Louise de la Ramee), 70, 84 
Our Times (Sullivan), 135 
Our Western Empire, or The New 
West (Brockett),6* 
outhouses, 420 
Owen, Robert Dale, 256 

Packard, S. S., quoted, 245-246 
Paderewski, Ignace, 5, 42 
Paganini, Nicolo, IS 
pajamas, 476-477, 479 
palmistry books, 1 12 
parasols, 291-292 

parent-child relationships, 101, 102 

Parrington, Vernon, 135 

patent medicines, 208-231 

Pater, Walter, 41 

Patti, Adelina, 5 

Paul, Saint, 69 

Pauline, 349-351, 352 

Pearson, Gilbert, quoted, 338, 340 

PellSas and Melisande (Debussy) , 553 

Pendennis (Thackeray), 83 

Penney, J. C., quoted, 72, 542 

Pennsylvania Railroad, 152 

perfumes, 265, 271, 272, 278-279 

Pericles, 192 

Perkins, Eli, 94 

Perriere, Arnold von Lothar de la, 
479, 480 

personal columns, in newspapers, 269 
personality, importance of, 138-139 
Peterkin, Julia, 147 
petticoats, 386-387 

Philadelphia Centennial Exposition 
(1876), 199, 486 

Philadelphia Common Council, 417 
Philadelphia Federation of Women's 
Clubs, 398 


phonograph, 7-8, 26-38 
portable, 37 
records, 28-34 
pianos, 8-11, 38-40, 524-525 
player, 39 
Picasso, Pablo, 112 
Piccolo Banjo, 20 
Piloting Your Life (Jastrow), 146 
Pinchot, Gifford, 535 
Pinkham, Lydia, 209-211 
pistols, 431-442 
Pitkin, Walter B., 146, 305 
plantation system, 484-485 
plastic surgery, 279 
player piano, 39 
plows, 491 

Poet and Peasant (Suppe), 8 
Poiret, Paul, quoted, 285-286, 390 
Police Gaeette, The, 325, 508 
Ponce de Leon, Juan, 380 
Poor White (Anderson), 66 
popularity, books on, 131-133 
portable typewriters, 248, 250 * 
Porter, Gene Stratton, 130, 131, 144 
Port of Missing Men (Nicholson), 
121 

Post, Emily, 113, 117, 247 
Post Office Department, 148 
Poteat, William Louis, 72 
Practical Etiquette, 113 
Practical Horseshoeing, 106 
Praxiteles, 51 

Preface to Morals (Lippmanii), 135 
Prescott, Rueben, 76 
Prescott, William Hicklhig, 118 
Priestley, J. B., quoted, 243-244 
Princip, Gavrilo, 342 
Printer's Ink, 210, 504-505, 553 
Prodigal Son, The (Caine), 81 
prohibition amendment, 211 
Phophylactic toothbrush, 276, 280-282 
Proust, Marcel, 112 
psychology, books on, 124 
Psychology of the Solar Plexus and 
the Subconscious Mind (Sea- 
ton), 124 
Punch, 529, 530 

quail-and-cuckoo clocks, 173, 180 
Quarterly (University of Toronto), 
60 
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radio, 44-60 
equipment, 57-59 

Radio Corporation of America, 46-47 
Radioplause Cards, 59 
railroads, 151-152 
'Vainy daisies,'' 294-295 
Rainy Day Club, 294 
Rand, Sally, 398-399 
Rape upon Rape, or Justice Caught 
in His Own Trap (Fielding), 
541 

''rats," 323 

rayon, influence on price of silk, 360- 
361 

ready-to-wear clothes, 290-291 
Rebecca of Sunny Brook Farm ( Wig- 
gins),82 

Recent Social Trends, 315 
Record-Post (Dickinson, N. D.), 513 
records, phonograph, 28-34, 37, 38 
Red Blooded Heroes of the Frontier, 
The, 128 
Redmen, 191 

reducing, with corsets, 379-380 
Reed, James A., 340 
refrigerators, 407-409 
Reinhardt, Max, 138 
religion, fundamentalism in, 71-74, 
133-134 

Remarks (Nye),94 
Remington typewriter, 243, 250, 251 
Renan, Ernest, 71, 75 
Rentau, Madame, 331-332, 351 
Republican (Springfield), 151 
Reshaping Agriculture (Wilcox) , 496 
retail stores, Sears, 557-559 
Revere, Paul, 52, 127, 198, 297 
Review of "Reviews, 153 
Revolt, U.S.A, (Middleton), 494 
revolvers, 436-441 
rhinestone combs, 324-325 
Richardson, Anna Steese, quoted, 507 
riding clothes, 305-307 
rifles, 445-446, 456 
Rise of David Levinshy, The 
(Cahan), 290 

Ritchie, David, quoted, 327 
Robert E. Lee (Freeman), 135 
Robin Hood (De Koven), 6 
Rockefeller, John D., Sr., 3, 110-111, 
156, 215, 216, 540 


Rockefeller, William A., 215-216 
Roe, E. P., 82 

Roebuck, Alvah Curtis, 537, 539, 540 
Rogers, Buck, 198-199 
Rogers, Ginger, 377, 381, 389 
Rollo books, 104-105 
Romantic Love and Personal Beauty 
(Finck), 269 

Roosevelt, Franklin D., 328, 495, 499 
Roosevelt, Theodore, IS, 84, ISO, 154, 
171-172, 328, 339, 499 
Rose, Billy, 138 

Rosenwald, Julius, xxx-xxxi, 537, 
539, 540, 546 

Rosenwald, Lessing J., 565 
Rosenwald & Weil, 540 
rouge, 273-274, 283 
Royal typewriter, 250 
rubber corsets, 379-380 
Rubinstein, Anton Gregorovitch, 8 
ruptures, treatment of, 227-229 
Ruskin, John, 118 
Russell, Bertrand, 147, 216 * 
Russo-Japanese War, 64 

saddles, 489, 490-491 
“St Louis Blues" (Handy), 206 
St. Louis Exposition, 61 
St. Sulpice, Church of, 9 
Sainte-Beuve, Charles Augustin, 259 
Saks Fifth Avenue, 353 
salesmanship, books on, 139-142 
Samantha at Saratoga, 95 
Sandburg, Carl, 135, 241, 334* 
Sanford, Mary B., 246 
Sanger, Margaret, 257-258 
sanitary facilities, 416-421 
sanitary napkins, 503-504 
Sankey, Ira D., 74, 75 
Santayana, George, 286 
Schlesinger, Arthur M., 208 
Schiaparelli, Elsa, 288, 315 
Science and Health (Eddy), 128-129 
Science of Life (Fowler), 96 
Scientific American, 153-154, 243 
Scopes, John T., 73, 133 
Scott, Sir Walter, 82, 83 
ScribnePs Magazine, 403 
Sears, Richard W., 537, 538-540 
Sears Agricultural Foundation, 555 
Sears car, 158-160 
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Sears Educational Division, SSS-5S6 
Sears, Roebuck catalog, 546-554, 559- 
560 

Sears, Roebuck & Company, history 
of, 537-560 

Sears Watch Company, R. W., 539 
Seaton, Julia, 123, 124 
secret societies, 192-193 
self-teaching books, 99-100 
“Semper Fidelis March’' (Sousa), 28 
Sennett, Mack, 396, 397 
Seward’s Folly, 183 
sewing, importance of, 287-289 
sexology, 95-97, 123-125, 146-148 
Shakespeare, William, 83, 93, 118, 
136 

ShamSj or Uncle Ben^s Experience 
With Hypocrites, 94-95 
Shaw, George Bernard, 79-80 
Sheba, Queen of, 265 
Shelley, Percy Bysshe, 516 
Shepherd of the Hills (Wright), 144 
Sherman Antitrust Act, 48 
shirts, 471-473, 476, 482 
shirtwaists, 292-294 
Shoguns, Tokugawa, 308 
Sholes, Christopher Latham, 243 
Short History of the English People 
(Green), 118 
shotguns, 444-445, 456 
silk stockings, 354-363 
“Silver Threads Among the Gold,” 
12 

Simpson, Jerry, 488 
Simpson, John A., quoted, 494 
Sinclair, Upton, 129, 147 
Singer Sewing Machine Company, 
520 

Sir Mortimer (Johnston), 82 
Sister Carrie (Dreiser), 129 
Sitting Bull, 126 
Sitting Bull (Vestal), 126 * 
skiing, 447, 457-458 
skirts, 294-295, 296-301 
sleeping outdoors, A76A77 
sleighing, 451-453, 459 
Smith, Gypsy, 75 
Smith, Hugh, quoted, 368-369 
Smith typewriter, L. C., 251 
snake oils, 214-215 
soaps, 274-275 


social columns, in newspapers, 312- 
314 

Soldiers of Fortune (Davis), 121 
Solomon, 174 
songs, 33-34 

Son of His Father, A (Wright), 131 
Sousa, John Philip, 6, 28 
Spanish- American War, xxiv, 61, 64 
Spencer, Herbert, 107-108 
sports, 443-460 
spring cleaning, 409-410 
Spry, Constance, quoted, 423 
Squaw Man, The (Faversham and 
Boyle), 121 
Stzel, Madame de, 56 
Stalin, Joseph, 55 
standard library sets, 117-119 
Standard Oil Company, 111 
Stanford University, 200 
Stanley, Henry Morton, 552 
Starrett, Paul J., xxiv-xxv 
“Stars and Stripes Forever March” 
(Sousa), 28 
Stein, Gertrude, 363 
stenographic books, 250 
stereoscope, 61-65 
Stevens, Thaddeus, 464 
Stevens, Thomas, 454 
Stevenson, Robert Louis, 93, 118 
Stix, Regina K., quoted, 262 
Stockham, Alice B., 96 
stockings, cotton, 355-356 
silk, 354-363 
Stopes, Marie C., 146 
Story of My Life, The (Darrow), 
134* 

stoves, 410-413 
Strauss, Johann, 29, 206 
Stravinsky, Igor, 55 
stretchy seam drawers, 474-476 
Study of History, A (Toynbee), 
320* 

style shows, 311-312 
stylish stouts, 307 
suits, 462-465, 466-467 
Sullivan, John L., 450 
Sullivan, Mark, 135 
Summer in Arcady (Allen), 85-89 
Sun Also Rises, The (Hemingway), 
147 

sunbonnets, 335 
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Sunday, Billy, 74-75 
vsurgery, plastic, 279 
Sutherland Sisters, Seven, 317, 323 
Swanson, Gloria, 396 
Sweet, Alexander, 94 
swimming suits, 391-400 
Swiss music boxes, 21-22 
switches, 319-320, 324, 326-327 

tailors, immigration of, 288, 290-291 
Takekoshi, Yosoburo, 308 
Talmage, De Witt, 94 
Tariff Commission, 271-272, 281 
Technological Trends and National 
Policy (National Resources Com- 
mittee ) , 152 *, 487 * 

Temple, Shirley, 305 
tennis, 449, 458-459 
Tennyson, Alfred, Lord, 95 
Ten Thousand Dreams Interpreted, 
138 

Texts and Pretexts (Huxley), 138* 
Thackeray, William Makepeace, 83- 
84, 137 

Thayer, Mary Van Rennselaer, 
quoted, 288-289, 424 
Theory of the Leisure Class (Veb- 
len), 3 

Theseus, temple of, 16 
This Thing Called Broadcasting 
(Goldsmith and Lescarboura), 
52 

This Week, 409 

Three Visits to America (Faithfull), 
199 

Three Weeks (Glyn), 131 
Through America (Marshall), 209 
Through' Missotiri on a Mtde (Jack- 
son), 213 
ties, 473-474, 478 
tight lacing, 370-371 
Tillman, Ben, 488 
Time, 553, 561 

tires, automobile, 161-162, 164, 168- 
169 

Titan, The (Dreiser), 129 
‘To Amarantha, that She Would 
Dishevel Her Hair’’ (Lovelace), 
194-195 

Tocqueville, Alexis de, 362 
toilet facilities, 416-421 


toilet waters, 271-273 
toilets, 419-421 
Tokugawa Shoguns, 308 
Tolstoi, Leo, 131, 144 
tombstones, 232-237 
inscriptions on, 236 
toothbrushes, 275-276, 280-282 
tooth pastes, 275 
Torrey, 75 

touch method of typing, 244 
toupees, 321-322, 324, 327-328 
Towles, George M., quoted, 452 
Toynbee, Arnold, quoted, 320-321 
tractors, 495, 496-497 
transformations ; see wigs 
“Trap for the Newly Married, A” 
(Washburne), 520 
Treadway, Allen T., 280 
Treatise on the Hair (Ritchie), 327 
trousseaux, 385-386 
trusses, use of, 227-229 
Turner, Frederick, 126 
Turner, Joseph Mallord William, 462 
Twain, Mark, 94, 98, 99, 128, 243 
Tyndall, John, 71 
typewriters, 241-252 
portable, 248, 250 

ukuleles, 35 

“Uncle Josh Weathersby’s Laughing 
Stories,” 31-32, 37, 38 
Uncle Tonds Cabin (Stowe), 30, 371 
underclothes, men’s 474-476, 478, 481- 
482 

women’s, 383-390 
underskirts, 386-387 
Understanding Heart, The (Kyne), 
131 

Under Tzvo Flags (Ouida), 84 
underwear ; see underclothes 
Underwood typewriter, 250-251 
uniformity, passion for, 305-306, 468 
Union Pacific, 127 
Union Pacific Railroad, 6 
United States of America v. One 
Package Containing 120, more 
or less. Rubber Pessaries to Pre- 
vent Conception, 258-259 
United States Steel Corporation, 275, 
328 
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Universities : A merican, English, 
German (Flexner), 12S * 

Van Buren, Martin, xxiii 
Vanderbilt, Mrs. William K., 4 
Vanity Fair (Thackeray), 83 
Van Vechteu, Carl, 147 
Variety, 31 
Vassar College, 363 
Veblen, Thorstein, 3, 287 
venereal diseases, treatment of, 229- 
230 

V entures in Common Sense (Howe), 
S18 

Vestal, Stanley, quoted, 126 
vests, 467 

Victoria, Queen of England, 174, 210 
Villon, Franqois, 51 
violins, 15-17, 35 
Virginia, University of, xix 
Virginian, The (Wister), 82 
virginity and marriage, 85-93 
Vogue, 78-79, 80-81, 200, 288, 303, 
315, 387, 424, 509 

waist fashions, 364-382 
Wake Forest College, 72 
Walker, Donald, 306-307 
Walker, James J., 144 
Wallace, Alfred R., 71 
Wallace, Henry, 254 
Wallace, Lew, 118-119 
Waltham, 198 
Waltz, Elizabeth, 80 
War and Peace (Tolstoi), 131 
Ward, Mrs. Humphrey, 81 
Ward, P. J., 258 
Waring, Fred, 41, 43 
Washburne, Marion Foster, quoted, 
520-522 

washing machines, 404-405 
Washington* George, 192 
wasp waists, 364, 377, 381-382 
watch-anchor chains, 190-191, 197 
watchcases, 185-189, 196 
watch charms, 191, 194 
watches, 182-207 
chatelaine, 200-201 
hunting-case, 184-189, 196-197 
wrist, 197-199, 202, 203-207 
watch fobs; see chains, watch 
Watson, G. L., 146 


Wedekind, Frank, 96 
Weems, Ted, 41 
Weissmuller, fohnny, 145 
Wells, H.‘’ G., 99, 258 
Werner, Police Chief, 299 
Wesley, John, 37 
West, history of the, 126-128 
Westermarck, Edward, 287 
Westinghouse, George, 44 
What' All Married and Those Con- 
templating Marriage Ought to 
Know, 97 

What I Believe (Russell), 147 
What I Saw in America (Chester- 
ton), 192 * 

What Shall I Read: A Confidential 
Chat on Books (J.HV.), 83 
What shall we do with our Daugh- 
ters f (Livermore), 199 
What Women Can Earn, 245 
When a Man's a Man (Wright), 144 
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